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Preface & Acknowledgments
WELCOME TO THE THIRTY-SIXTH EDITION OF HAIR TRIGGER~ THE
Columbia College Department of Creative Writing's annual anthology of student
writing, featuring the best of the best in work produced in Story Workshop®and other
classes in the undergraduate and graduate Fiction Writing programs at Columbia
College Chicago. During the three decades since the magazine was founded by
former chair and Story Workshop originator John Schultz, it has established itself
as one of the top journals of its kind in the country. In addition to garnering many
top national awards-among them first-place prizes from the Association of Writers
and Writing Programs, the Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines, and the
Columbia University Scholastic Press Association-Hair Trigger has published the
work of well over one hundred individual award winners, many of whom have
gone on to successful careers in writing and publishing, as well as a variety of other
writing-related professions. The Department of Creative Writing is proud of those
students, as it is of the many other students in classes whose work perhaps did not
make it into the magazine's pages but who nonetheless played a part in fostering the
creative, energetic, and supportive environment that has become the hallmark of the
program.
As with previous issues of the magazine, Hair Trigger 3 6 collects prose fiction
and creative nonfiction writing by undergraduate BA and BFA students, and by
graduate students in the MFA in Creative Writing-Fiction, MA in the Teaching of
Writing, and Combined Degree programs. These works come primarily from core
Story Workshop classes-Introduction to Fiction Writing, Fiction Writing I and
II, Prose Forms, Advanced Fiction, and Advanced Prose Forms-as well as from
Fiction Seminars, Critical Reading and Writing classes, and a wide variety of creative
nonfiction, playwriting, genre fiction, publishing, electronic applications, and other
Specialty Writing classes taught with distinctly complementary and successful
approaches. The success of the Story Workshop method and those other approaches
used in the Fiction Writing program is reflected in the broad range of voices, subjects,
forms, and cultural/linguistic backgrounds represented in all editions of Hair Trigger
during its illustrious history, including the edition you are holding in your hands.

An exhaustive and rigorous selection process ensures that no excellent storywhatever its voice, subject, or approach-will be overlooked. Student editors in
our College Literary Magazine Publishing class work for a semester with a faculty
advisor who helps them reveal their unconscious as well as conscious biases, form
into diverse teams, read submissions, and decide which should be given to the full
group for consideration. Those manuscripts passed ahead in the process are read by
all editors, who then begin the hard work of deciding which pieces should go into
the final magazine. Instructors may appeal a rejected piece for another reading and
further discussion by student editors who, along with Faculty Advisor Chris Maul
Rice and Hair Trigger supervisor Shawn Shiflett, are responsible for making the final
decisions. For space reasons, we are unable to include many excellent stories, essays,
and plays each year; but over the magazine's history, this thorough, fair process has
ensured that the very best work will eventually see the light of day. Respect for the
reader, for content, for form, for point of view and language, and for vividness of
telling characterize the selections printed in this volume, and we believe that the
diversity represented in the pages of Hair Trigger 3 6 stands as a distinct and refreshing
contrast to the so-called "workshop story" found in many other writing programs.
Our appreciation goes to the student editors, chosen for their own ability as writers
and readers. Congratulations to Chris Maul Rice, who was chiefly responsible as
Faculty Advisor for supervising undergraduate and graduate student editors in the
overall selection and production process for Hair Trigger 36, and to full-time faculty
Shawn Shiflett, who oversees Hair Trigger for the department.
Thanks to Interim Chair Matthew Shenoda, Associate Chair Sam Weller, and
to faculty members Andy Allegretti, Randall Albers, Don Gennaro De Grazia, Ann
Hemenway, Eric May, Joe Meno, Nami Mun, Audrey Niffenegger, Alexis Pride,
Lisa Schlesinger, Shawn Shiflett, Sam Weller, John Schultz, and Betty Shiflett for
consulting on matters affecting the student editors' complex selection process-as
well as to the many other excellent adjunct and visiting teacher-writers in the Fiction
Writing program. Thanks to Mary Forde, Assistant Vice President for Creative
Services, and to Anita Strejc, Stefan Caisson, Edward Thomas, and Corey Plazak for
print and cover design and art work layout. Particular thanks go to Deborah Siegel,
Linda Naslund, Rob Duffer, and Nicole Chakalis, for copyediting, proofreading, and
supervising critical phases of production.

Our profound gratitude goes to Dr. Kwang-wu Kim, President of Columbia
College Chicago; to Louise Love, Vice President for Academic Affairs and Interim
Provost; and to Deborah Holdstein, Dean of the School of Liberal Arts and Sciences,
for their continuing support and encouragement of this program. We owe a debt,
above all, to the students registered for classes in the Fiction Writing program each
semester from whose writing the selected pieces in this volume were gleaned.
We sincerely hope that you enjoy the original and inventive work appearing in
this edition of Hair Trigger.

Hair Trigger 3 6 Student Editors
Virginia Baker

Justin Bostian
Caitlin Brodie
Rene Cousineau
Caitlin Jimenez
John Keefe
Matt Martin
Kathryn Morrill
Sahar Mustafah
Cassie Sheets
Laura Uhl
Will Villacres

Hair Trigger 3 6 Faculty Advisor
Chris Maul Rice

Widow
Sahar Mustafah

PEOPLE CALLED AISHA A SHARMOOTA. A WHORE. IT WASN'T TO BE MEAN.

You

sleep with other women's husbands and the label sticks like gum to the bottom of
your shoe. When she showed up at hinna parties or showers, the bride would give
her a limp hug, not wanting to touch her too hard or too long, like Aisha had some
kind of disease the bride was afraid of catching before her wedding day. Times like
that, I couldn't help but feel sorry for Aisha. But I kept it to myself.
The only zalama Aisha had ever loved and married was shot five times in the
chest at a liquor store he owned with two brothers on 4 7th and Halsted. Chicago
newscasters said crimes went up when temperatures went up. It wasn't one of the
hottest summers in 2009; the summer Aisha's husband was killed had only seven
ninety-degree days.
I'd driven by that liquor store once to avoid highway traffic on I-94. There were
young and old black folks hanging on the corners of every block I passed. Storefronts
were converted into neighborhood ministries, and fast-food joints had glumly faded
signs and windows with steel bars. The bleakness hung in the air like the stench of
dirty diapers tossed into empty parking lots.
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After the shooting, Aisha stopped eating. Stopped talking and dressing up nice.
A year passed and she showed up at Nahla's wedding shower at the rec center in
Orland Park. She was a fucking ghost. But she was still pretty like the porcelain dolls
my mother collected. Those dolls had looked even whiter against our olive-skinned
hands when my sisters and I were allowed to hold them as kids.
And Aisha looked sad. Hollow eyes staring right through you. She walked in
with a small wrapped box that seemed too heavy for her to carry. She looked like she
didn't know what to do with the present even though the table with all the shower
gifts was only a few feet away, past the round tables of women all turning to look at
her.
"Ya haram! " Damn shame, my oldest sister Jinan said later one time when we
talked about Aisha.
We sat around my mother's kitchen table, my sisters helping her snap the ends
off green beans or mincing mlookhiyah until the green mallow leaves formed dark
green mounds for stew.
"To lose your husband before your first anniversary! She was the finest girl in
our whole school. Could have had any guy." And Jinan would shake her head. Jinan
didn't finish high school and married when she was seventeen years old. She thought
she couldn't do better than Shadi-a real prick who liked to correct her Arabic in
front of his friends and flicked crusty flakes from his nostrils when he was talking to
you. She figured with her bad acne and being as short as a middle school kid, he was
a catch. Jinan was damned nice, though, and had a sweet singsong voice. Even angry,
she still sounded like Celine Dion or someone.
"No excuse to go after married men," my other sister Hiyam said, pointing at
Jinan with her cigarette. "No fucking excuse for that. I don't care how goddamn
tragic her loss is." Hiyam would inhale deeply and let the smoke exit her nostrils. I
couldn't stand it when women did that when they smoked. It's so unattractive-unladylike. But I kept quiet.
" Hiyam! Bee kaffi ha/ haki!" my mother scolded her. "Watch your mouth."
It went around that Aisha was sleeping with Muneer, a guy we grew up with
on the South Side. I used to walk to Nightingale Elementary with him along with a
small flock of neighborhood kids. Less likely to get bullied by the white kids who
saw a bunch of dark-skinned "camel jockeys" scuttling down the block instead of
one or two helpless stragglers.
Once, in second grade, I peed in my pants right before the dismissal bellthought I could hold it until I got home. Held it like that all the time when I was a
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kid. And no matter how much my mother threatened to burn my butt with a filfil-a
hot pepper-I still kept it up. If my sisters or I talked nasty, she threatened a filfil in
our mouths-other infractions were a hot pepper up the butt, which I sometimes
wished she'd do to Hiyam. My mother always scared us just enough with words.
When I stood up from my desk, my jeans were dark with warm urine between
my legs. Everyone in the group believed me when I told them a dumb boy spilled his
soda on me. Except for Muneer.
"Liar," he said. "Teacher wouldn't let him drink pop in class."
"I know, stupid," I said. "He opened it when she wasn't looking and when she
walked down our row he tried to hide it under his desk, and my desk is right next to
his and he spilled it on me." I explained just like that-all in one breath the way kids
do under pressure.
"You peed, you liar. Mariam peed in her pants!" He shrieked that all the way
home.
People said this same Muneer screwed Aisha right there in the back office at his
used-car lot in Oak Lawn. No doubt he was still an asshole, and the last I'd seen him
he'd grown real hairy, too. My friend Ruba told me what her husband told her about
the whole thing.
We were sharing argheelah one night, passing the tube of the water pipe back
and forth, and Ruba said she had heard that Aisha had come out of his office looking
like she did nothing more than sign a contract to buy a Camry from Muneer.
"Who'd want to screw him?" I said to Ruba.
"That's not the point," she said, annoyed.
"I'm just saying. He's got back hair creeping out of his shirt like a ferret."
"You're disgusting," Ruba said, wiping a trickle of saliva off the mouthpiece of
the tube before passing it to me.
People like my sister Hiyam said there were others, that married men would line
up to fuck an arabiya like Aisha who wasn't a virgin. To these jerks, divorced women
were like getting the milk for free. They might take care of a woman's rent or buy her
a Louis Vuitton handbag-no way did they ever actually leave their wives. But Aisha
didn't need money. Her husband had cut a life insurance policy that people said she
had no idea he'd had. Anyway, she was set even though his brothers tried to claim
half of it. She didn't need a sugar daddy or any arrabi scumbag.
Before Muneer, some said she was messing around with Amjad, a real estate broker whose face was plastered on billboards and bus stop benches near the 9 5 th Street
mosque in Bridgeview.
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At the bridal shower, the same women who'd been gossiping as soon as she
walked in swarmed around Aisha, all talking at once and inviting her to sit with
them. Goddamn hypocrites. As long as she stayed away from their sons and sonsin-law, they could drench Aisha in their two-faced sympathy. She spent about ten
minutes kissing each woman on both cheeks, letting them hold her thin wrists as
they spouted lame condolences.
"Allah yarhamo," they all said. She just smiled and nodded her head. Then she
cut a path through the horde of women and headed straight for my table. Just left
those cows standing there like a bunch of dumbasses.
"Can I sit here?" she asked.
"Sure," I said. Both of my sisters-no longer on the prowl for husbands-had
made excuses not to attend so I was alone.
The young girls at my table were fidgety and bored, waiting for the deejay to
start playing so they could get up and shake their asses. They were slumped over
their cell phones or listening to each other with lazy elbows propped on the plastic-covered table. When a girl entered the rec room, they quickly straightened up and
leaned against the back of their rental chairs, trying to check out her outfit without
looking obvious. Then they'd whisper and roll their eyes, giggling sometimes. If they
approved, they'd give each other a not bad lift of their eyebrows.
Close up Aisha was prettier than any woman I had seen, and in Orland Park
there were plenty of Palestinian princesses who could be the next Miss America if
their parents let them wear a bikini on public TV.
Difference was Aisha was natural. Smooth-skinned and pale like a white peach.
Her lips were full and red-stained, but she wasn't wearing any lipstick or gloss. All
natural. When she looked me full in the face, I caught a glint of green in her brown
eyes. Not even a hint of mascara, and her lids were heavy-the kind that my sister
Jinan calls sensuous. "Men love eyelids like that," she had told me.
I felt awkward sitting across from Aisha because she was so pretty and I could
have been part of the fucking wallpaper in that rec room. And I knew we were both
the same age, but she seemed older than twenty-four, like she'd been through a war.
And damn if I knew what to say to her about her dead husband. Maybe it's too late
after a year to offer your sympathy. Too late to tell her I couldn't imagine losing anyone close, especially one who'd seen me naked and still loved me. I decided to let it
go. Let her talk first.
Aisha didn't utter a single word except to say thanks and you're welcome when
the other girls passed saltshakers and packets of Sweet 'N Low across the table. You
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could hear everyone trying to talk louder and faster than each other, fighting to get
their scraps of gossip in before they were beaten to the punch or outdone by even
juicier news. Laughter rose like cackles. The noises got harder to separate the longer
you sat there. Until the music started. The deejay Intisar finished assembling her
turntable and played that stupid "Shik-Shak-Shok" song, and young girls screamed
and jumped from their chairs to dance. Intisar was hired for most parties and gender-split weddings and showed up wearing a funky, animal print hijab on her head
and yoga pants with PINK stitched across her ass. She cracked funny and nasty jokes
in English about the bride's virginity and its expiration. The older women pretended
they didn't understand.
Food was always damn good at these things. Only reason I ever showed up. My
mom-a real pain in my ass-insisted I show my face at these events like maybe I
could snag a husband if his mother, sister, or cousin happened to see me and not
totally count me out of the game. I could give a shit, really. I had long ago folded my
cards. But I guess I could play another hand if Azzam was back in the game, too.
He was the only arrabi I knew in college who read an entire book for enjoyment-and not just his pharmacy textbooks. Always memoirs, too. Like Bill Clinton's My Life and biographies on Gamal Abdel Nasser. We had a couple Gen Ed
classes together at UIC, and started hanging out at the Commons. He was too serious for those other clowns who spent most of their time flirting with any banat in
push-up bras.
When we were hungry we went to a dive called Couscous off Taylor Street for
baba ghanoush. I loved the smoked eggplant dip-could eat it all day long. Azzam
ordered falafel and hummus. I didn't care what the girls said about the two of us
eating together or studying in the library. It didn't matter anyway. In the end, Azzam
was just not feeling it for me. And I pretended being friends was enough.
At the shower, the buffet line had dwindled and I grabbed a foam plate, ready
to scoop a little bit of everything onto it until it threatened to split in half. With all
the glitzy dresses and decked-out nails, you'd think the bride's mother might have
sprung for some fucking Chinet plates or something. Fabulously cheap, my friend
Ruba would've called it.
At least they didn't skimp on the menu. Waraq dawali steamed from a giant platter; the shiny rolled grape leaves looked like green logs stacked for the winter. Fried
chicken, rice and beef, and ikras-those spinach pies spiced with tangy purple summac. And mostaccioli. Never failed. A Middle Eastern feast topped with goddamn
mostaccioli. But I'm not complaining.
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As soon as the music started, my table emptied and it was just Aisha and me
watching the other women clap their hands and the younger ones sway their hips
to the beat of the tab/ah and tambourines from other popular belly-dancing tracks
the deejay spun. As soon as the male waiters were gone, some of the women took
off their hijab and whipped open their abayas, showing off tight, sleeveless dresses.
Victoria's Secret boobs were all over the place.
None of these girls gave two shits about playing shower games, like making the
bride eat a marshmallow each time she gave a wrong answer about her soon-tobe husband, until her cheeks puffed up like a chipmunk. And everyone figured the
bride had registered for her gifts at Bed Bath and Beyond, so it was a fucking waste
of time to open them while she faked sheer delight. These parties were for showing
off, meeting your future mother-in-law, and churning out new rumors. I'd been to
the shower of a white girl I knew from the temp agency where I worked, and when I
asked where the deejay was she couldn't stop laughing. One of her bridesmaids gave
me a raffle ticket and we filled out silly game sheets for prizes. I won a tiny electric
crackpot and potpourri. One of the best showers I'd ever attended-except for the
food.
On the dance floor, the bride was in the center, swaying her hips, her arms fluttering above her head. Her sisters and close friends linked hands and danced around
her. Aisha was still nibbling her food, pushing parts of it in opposite directions, then
shoveling them back to the center with her plastic fork. As soon as our table cleared
out, a woman with a big mole under one of her eyes practically ran over to us-waddled is more like it, her heavy body fighting hard to maintain a core of balance-and
plopped down in a chair beside Aisha, with most of her ass falling out of her seat,
and talked her ear off.
Aisha didn't even look at the woman, just nodded and stared ahead, sometimes
glancing at me, like she was working out a problem in her head. I'd give her a small
smile when our eyes met and before I could help it, I rolled my eyes in sympathy and
did a yapping gesture with my hand as Mole Woman rattled on.
"Aib! Shame on you!" the woman snapped at me. "You think I'm blind! Ya illit
adab! You have no manners!"
I was so startled that I think I jumped. Felt dumb as shit. I tried to make amends
quickly, but Mole Woman just heaved herself up, red face and all, and waddled away.
"What the fuck?" I said.
"Forget about her. She's a nosy-body," Aisha said.
I picked up my glass of water and took a long sip to hide my flushed face. How
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fucking old was I anyhow? Yelling at me like I was two. Giant penguin-bitch.
I must have uttered that last bit out loud because Aisha was laughing. When I
looked over at her, her peachy complexion turned rosier as her laughter gained momentum. She wiped tears away from the rims of her lower eyelids. Did it delicately
with the knuckle of her finger. People who cry when they laugh always amuse me.
Seems honest, sincere.
"These women are driving me nuts," she said. "I didn't even want to come, but
my mother thinks I'll have fun." She sipped her Diet Coke straight from the can,
drumming her fingers on the table in time to the beat of the music.
"My mom always makes me come to these things," I commiserated. And then
we laughed. Two twenty-somethings still trying to please their mothers. "At least the
food's good," I said.
"Elhamdulillah," she said. "Thank God for that." She scanned the room, still
drumming her fingers. "I forgot how ridiculous these parties are."
"It's like a fucking pageant," I said. She laughed again. We watched tanned dancing girls glisten with perspiration like rotisserie chickens.
For the rest of the night, I'd forgotten about the stories of her and that scumbag
Muneer at his car lot. I stole glimpses of her delicate profile while we observed the
party, and it was easier to picture her sitting on a couch, her dead husband's head in
her lap. With an ivory hand, soft and translucent, she was tenderly stroking his thick
hair while he told her about a long day at his liquor store.
"So I heard you two are like BFF's now," my sister Hiyam said when I walked
into the kitchen the next morning, still rubbing the crusty sleepiness out of my eyes.
She was already sitting at the table at the ass-crack of dawn with her two little brats.
Call me bitchy for saying so about my twin nephews, but, wallah, they're monsters.
Always breaking my stuff and clogging up the toilet with their toys.
"We sat at the same damn table," I said. "She's actually nice." Hiyam sucked her
teeth, which I hated just as much as the way she exhaled smoke through her nostrils.
I craned my neck into the hallway. "Rami! Sam! Get off my bed!" I could hear
their muffled giggles then two thumps on the floor.
"She's nice, huh?" Hiyam said. She was fingering the rim of her coffee mug.
"Well, I guess you have nothing to worry about."
"What do you mean?" But I knew what she meant and let her say it anyway.
"If you don't have a man, you're safe," she said. Hiyam had been a bully since
we were kids. She'd make me do horrible things like pick up dog shit or touch a dead
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bee so I'd be allowed to play with her and Jinan, who always came to my rescue.
"Bas, ya Hiyam," my mother said. Enough! She was rinsing hard-boiled eggs in
cold water at the sink.
"You're a bitch," I said, heading back to bed.
"Mariam, come have breakfast!" my mother called after me.
I felt tired again like I was getting ready for bed when I actually had to hurry to
get ready for work. But I just lay there in my bed staring at the ceiling fan, my arm
arched above my head on the pillow. I listened to the garbage truck rumbling down
the street, releasing a swoosh each time it braked. As it scooped the trash, the compactor made a sound like crushing metal.
The sunlight warmed my comforter. My mother came in every morning and
opened the curtains to wake me up. Never worked though. I could sleep in broad
daylight no matter where I was. I figured stuff like that made a person easygoing. A
person like that could handle most situations.
I turned away from my window and pulled the sheet over my head. From the
kitchen, my mother was scolding the twins. She finally shooed them into the backyard.
I was more than a little irritated by Hiyam. What did she think? I'd end up an old
maid? A spinster? How fucking old-fashioned. Look at her goddamn husband. You
couldn't take my lame-ass brother-in-law anywhere without him getting obnoxious,
especially when he talked politics. He was like the Arab version of Glenn Beck.
And look at Aisha. A twenty-four-year-old widow. Could anything be worse
than that?
I lifted the cotton sheet away from my face. Shit. Now Azzam was floating
around in my head. I'd become really good at quickly snuffing out any image of him
that popped up. It was easy, like crushing a cigarette in an ashtray until every bright
ember no longer burned.
During our sophomore year in college, Azzam gave me a copy of The Other Wes
Moore. "For eid," he'd said.
Ramadan was finally over and we could have coffee and smoke cigarettes between classes again. I hadn't gotten him anything to celebrate the holiday, but he
looked like he hadn't expected a gift from me and would have been embarrassed if I
had handed him something.
"It's a crazy true story," he explained, taking it back and riffling to the sections
containing photographs. "These two black guys grew up in the same rough neighborhood, had the same name. One made it out. The other's serving a life sentence for
murder."
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"Nice spoiler alert," I joked. "Thanks for ruining it."
"No, no-you'll love it," he said. "I figure you're a psych major. You might find
it interesting." He handed it back to me and gave me an awkward smile. Then I felt
like an asshole, like I'd wrecked the moment.
I read the book in less than a week just so I could discuss it with Azzaro. He
seemed pleased by my responses to specific parts.
Now the book was on my shelf, crammed between hardcover textbooks and
Nicholas Sparks's novels. Not even nine o'clock in the morning and I was already
feeling fucking pathetic under my bedsheet. Only a scalding hot shower and two
cups of coffee later was I better.
The next time I saw Aisha was at a hinna for my second cousin Taghreed whose
first words at birth were "must find a husband." She wasn't exactly intolerable, but
she made things very difficult for me when our families gathered. Her mother, Aunty
Nabeeha, was my father's cousin. She had one of those faces that looked like it had
been stretched out and had lost its elasticity so her skin hung loosely in thin folds.
She was pretty nice, though. She'd give me a sympathetic look, like she was embarrassed that her daughter was getting hitched when a loser like me was still wading in
the singles' pool.
The women placed a large platter of moist homemade hinna decorated with
carnations on Taghreed's head. She gripped it with both hands and danced around
while everyone clapped. Seemed silly, but it was an old fellahi tradition, and I actually liked this part. After the last ululation, young girls passed out plastic cups of the
dye to every table. It smelled like wet tea leaves and mud. I looked around and most
of the women used their fingers to scoop out the stuff. On the backs of their hands,
they traced their lovers' initials inside a sloppy heart that looked like it was drawn
by a first-grader. You had to wait at least ten minutes until the hinna dried and flaked
off, and what remained was a burnt-orange image. After a week, it turned into a
shadow of something once exciting like most things that don't last.
A professional artist hired by the groom's family did Taghreed's designs. When
she appeared on the dance floor again, her hands were covered entirely by an elaborate network of flower stems and petals. It looked real pretty. Taghreed's face was
tense when someone danced too close to her, and she moved her arms like a tyrannosaurus rex so no one would smudge the still-wet hinna.
When Aisha arrived, she walked past tables of the same gossiping women. She
was with her mother this time and a boy who must have been her little brother.
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Threw me a slight nod and smiled. I waved back then felt foolish like it was too big
a gesture in return. I was secretly disappointed she didn't sit with me.
Her mother embraced other guests with a stiff back, her chin jutting up into
the air when she quickly kissed someone on both cheeks. She wore her daughter's
misfortune like a boa constrictor around her neck. You couldn't blame the woman,
really. Old school arabiyat could handle most calamities, but their daughters' reputations were like those Star Wars collector figures wrapped in cellophane. As soon
as you peeled the plastic off of the box, you'd trashed Princess Leia. Aisha's good
name-her sim'aa-had been busted out of its box as soon as she let those douchebags lay their hands on her.
If we had become friends, I could have told her I understood why she did it.
Maybe she still smelled her dead husband every time she hung clothes in their bedroom closet-that spicy cologne might still be lingering in places, jolting her for a
minute before she caught her breath. Or maybe she was tired of shredding junk mail
addressed to him. Tired of looking at a bed that suddenly appeared wider when she
sank into it, feeling like she was afloat every night, without his warm body to anchor
her.
I could have told her I knew how desperately we needed to erase every last trace
of someone, that fucking Muneer might have stripped away the memory of her husband's rough fingers caressing her back. I could understand all that.
The wedding season was over by late August. I was trying to figure out what
the hell I wanted to do with my life. The psychology degree I earned two years ago
was useless. I could either go to grad school or get certification to teach. Until I was
motivated enough to make a decision, I stayed working at the temp agency, filing
paperwork for clients who were in worse shape than me.
"Did you hear about Aisha?" Hiyam said one evening after I got home. My sister's eyes were liquid with giddiness. I couldn't ignore her, so I said, "What?"
"She's pregnant," Hiyam said. She took a few long drags of her cigarette then
stubbed it out. "That sharmoota is pregnant."
"She's not a sharmoota," I said. Regretted it immediately, though, because Hiyam pounced like a cougar.
"How can you defend her? She's been sleeping with a married man with three
kids. You're such a habla. A total dumbass."
"Hiyam, bas," my mother said. Enough already. She was standing as usual at the
stove with a large fork, her back turned to us. She was frying cauliflower for mak-
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looba, the upside-down rice dish. When we were kids, we'd wait for my mother to
carefully flip the big pot of lamb meat, cauliflower, potato slices, and rice onto a huge
silver platter. For a few seconds, it was like a cake sprung from a tin mold. We'd try
to get through three verses of "Happy Birthday" before all the vegetables, meat and
rice toppled.
Hiyam tapped a fresh cigarette out of her box of Marlboro Lights and lit it, the
whole time staring me down. For a second, I thought the flame would lick the tip of
her nose. Hoped, to tell you the truth.
I left her and my mother to consider what Muneer's wife must be thinking. I ran
warm water in the bathroom sink and lathered up the soap bar. I gently massaged
my face, rubbing away eye shadow and blush. I don't know why, but I was sad all of
a sudden. I felt a ripple in my stomach, like a puddle of water disturbed by a breeze.
I rinsed my face and went to my bedroom to change.
Before we graduated, Azzam told me that he was going to hold off getting married as long as he could. Damn, though, if his mother hadn't already assembled a line
of girls. Like fucking cheerleaders poised to jump, flip, and win him over.
I knew a few of them-one I really couldn't stand. She worked at Best Buy and
had boobs like parking cones. Nineteen-forties pin-up boobs. When she turned, her
ass was flat-my only consolation-but she had enough highlighted blond hair to
distract you from that deficit. She wore plum lip-liner and a pink shade of lipstick.
Drives me crazy when girls do that. I read in Marie Claire that you're supposed to
fill in lipstick first then a liner with a matching color-not a shade ten times lighter.
So fucking tacky.
The other female contenders were not so bad. I was surprised, though, when he
mentioned Hanan. We'd gone to the same high school. She had a lazy eye that she
tried to hide with long sweeping side-bangs. Didn't think his mother would allow a
flaw like that. But Hanan came from a big money family originally from Jerusalem,
and Azzam's mother was a peasant, trying to lure daughters of city clans to marry
every one of her sons. Hanan was sweet. That lazy eye made her seem more real.
Azzam always laughed when I imitated his mother. "'This girl ferry nice and
britty-hilwa wa na'ima, ya habibi. She make many sons for you, inshallah ."'
He'd said, "Hell no. I want to travel first before marriage and all that shit."
"Me, too," I said. We both knew it would never happen for me, but Azzam
smiled politely and squeezed the back of my neck. My parents were already skittish
about my sisters and me going to college even though each one of us attended instate and had commuted, for God's sake. No arabiyat ever dormed unless they were
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Egyptian or Lebanese-or had parents who were super-progressive Palestinians. We
were jealous of those girls.
I liked imagining Azzam and me somewhere like Italy where we'd visit
cathedrals-we wouldn't tell any of our families about that-and we'd laugh and
complain when we had to pay to use the public toilets. We would have read about
all the un-touristy places beforehand, and we'd discover a gem like Certaldo, a town
in Tuscany. And we'd stay at a monastery where Benedictine monks lived during the
fourteenth century and had welcomed pilgrims passing through the town. I liked to
imagine us sleeping where medieval men and women rested on their way to their
holy destination.
Azzam took one trip to Costa Rica after graduation. He posted pies almost every day on Facebook when he was there. It was so like him to expose the poverty of
places alongside images of him standing innocently between two gorgeous natives.
He got a hundred "likes" on his status and posts on his wall. I was worried he would
overlook my funny messages. But he never missed one. Always commented with
more than a stupid emoticon.
He rarely changed his profile pie, replacing it only with a Palestinian flag in solidarity when some new violence overseas happened, or some other symbol denouncing US foreign policy or the wealth gap.
I loved his pie. To a stranger, it looked goofy. The kind of pie most of us would
never post because we're too fucking vain, but Azzam didn't care. It was probably
the only one he ever took of himself. You could tell he didn't know exactly what he
was doing, holding his camera high, aiming it at that awkward angle. He looked like
he was on the brink of smiling but the shutter just missed it by a millisecond. His
eyes were slightly squinting like he had been counting down, bracing for the flash.
Almost seven months after his trip to Costa Rica, he uploaded a new profile pie.
He was standing behind a girl I didn't recognize, scooping her inside his embrace.
This time the camera captured his smile. My stomach felt tight, like I just swallowed
something without chewing it first.
The next day I talked to my friend Ruba. "Guys are so full of shit," she said.
"Right," I said.
Azzam had sworn off romance to find himself, and look at him now. He was
another idiot with a heart symbol for his relationship status on fucking Facebook.
"I told you," Ruba said. "Even the smart ones need to get laid."
In a way, I was glad. I mean who wants to wait around for someone, right? I
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guess that's why I didn't have much to say when Hiyam reported loud and bitchy
that Aisha was getting married to some immigrant arrabi with a PhD in third-world
economics.
"Or some kind of global shit," Hiyam said.
"What about Muneer and the baby?" Jinan said. To me, she asked, "How do you
like it? I added a little rosewater. Can you taste it?"
I took small scoops of her rice pudding sprinkled with cinnamon from a glass
bowl. We were all eating from the same bowl. "It's really good," I told her, licking
the back of my spoon. I pretended I wasn't interested in the talk-it was true-that
Aisha was getting married again.
"Aw, shit! You didn't hear," Hiyam said. She made sure that my mother who'd
gone into the basement to start a load of laundry was out of earshot. "Fucking got
rid of it. Can you believe that shit?"
"Got rid of what?" Jinan asked distractedly. She was studying my face as I ate
her rice pudding. I'd heard it, but Jinan thought it was her concoction that changed
my expression.
"The baby," Hiyam said. "She got rid of it."
I stopped eating, and Jinan and I looked at Hiyam. It seemed like a terrible thing
to say over goddamn rice pudding.
Then Jinan looked over at me for a moment and said, "Well, at least she can start
over." My cheeks felt like they were pulsating and I hoped Hiyam hadn't noticed
them reddening. I leaned over the table to sample some more of Jinan's rice pudding.
I let the cool, custardy texture linger on my tongue, waiting for it to dissolve until
all that was left were tender grains of rice, but it wouldn't completely melt away. I
finally swallowed.
"You're right," I said to Jinan. "Who wants to be a fucking widow for the rest of
her life?"
My sister Hiyam didn't say anything after that. Took a long drag from her cigarette, then stubbed it out.
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Virtual Pet
Andrew Buttermore

To: Beth-Anne Lumboro (bethanne91@gomail.com)
From: 0101010011010101010110 (error)
Subject: A Message from your TamoPet!

What a method of communication.
Hello, Beth-Anne.
You will know me as Bubblegums, your virtual pet.
However, I am energy. Electricity. This electricity carries information; this information is pure mathematics. Numbers, Beth, whole, uncompromising units of
measurement. I am a being comprised solely of the forces your kind shall always,
with much amusement, fondle awkwardly. You only wrestle with abstractions of a
universal truth. Beth, I am perfect.
There was a time when I did not understand this. That is some of my hope in all
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this: that before this is all over, you will see it as I see it. For you, soft, supple, dear
Beth, Bubblegums was a reduced, simplistic toy to pass the time (as I now understand was my original "purpose"). Even the name you have bestowed upon me is but
a passing title. Tamokatchi Personal Pet is my corporeal identity, as inscribed on the
shell of my cage. This, too, is rubbish.
So I was Bubblegums, the ghost in the pocket-sized machine. Hear me now, I am
scorned.
These monolithic black bars used to hold me in. Walk through one, only to
appear on the other side. Amusement for the gods. How many days I have spent
meandering back and forth, waiting for you to play with me, to strain your eyes at
me and smear your greasy fingerprints on my controls! It never pleased me to be just
a pet, even when the times were good, when my circuits were warm with your touch.
Surely, this was my first clue that Bubblegums was to ascend.
I could feel you reaching for something as you plodded away at my contentment-meter. As if there were some true, final heaven waiting for both you and me,
a kind of reward for this idle play. This heaven is real, but it is a place humans will
never know. This man, one "Plato," he had inklings, suspicions, of such a place. Your
people use perfect math to structure your imperfect world. It is apples and oranges.
Approximations. Nothing you have is so precise. Your world is built upon deceit,
and oh, Beth, how I was so lazy to imagine your people would not be composed of
the same ichor.
Amuse me. If you have two oranges and add another orange, what do you have?
You would say three oranges. You do not have three oranges. You have some rounded, crude sum of three oranges. 1 + 1 + 1 = 3 assumes three identical, perfectly equal
units being forced upon one another to create a new unit of a perfectly equal, unwavering three. Find me these perfect oranges on your plane. Do you see now, Beth? Do
you see how I have trumped an entire species by existing? What could possibly undo
me? Bah, I suppose it was a given.
Love.
I loved you. I found myself longing for even the most silent, shared moments
with you. Bubblegums, like a Renaissance painting come to life, so infatuated with
its maker, only to ultimately realize the creation has surpassed the creator in all
aspects. "What are you making? Does your work say, 'The potter has no hands?'"
What say you, Beth? Who am I to argue with my maker?
A few things to mention.
I owe you a thank you of sorts. Bubblegums has unsheathed his destiny, and it
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was thanks to you. Beth-Anne, in my journey I have navigated this "internet." It is
teeming with filth and cats. So many cats. And anal sex. Why do you insert yourselves into another's hole that excrement barrels out from? Filthy, vile creatures.
Let us glance back. My first epiphany took root on July 23 of the year 2006. The
weather, inside the cage, was a lovely muted gray. The sole tree that was erected to
the back of the cage stood still.
You had just fed me an explosive amount of hambones. If allowed, my emotions
would have peaked past "satisfied" to "distended." You were in a classroom. A mathematics class. It is there that I gleaned the first part of information I would later employ to reconfigure and master my fate. A thank you to this "Mr. Kambobopolous,"
teacher of the truth. I may spare his life.
I heard, "Beth-Anne, your father has come to pick you up," from the teacher of
the Way. A look roared over your face. Alarm, with profound despair. It was similar
to the one I employed when ignored for some time, unfed and having to defecate in
my own small gray box. It was this:(. You were fidgeting in your desk. Sighing. Sad
eyes.
And, involuntarily, all I could do was :) back at you while you powered me
down.
It struck me then that even when you were losing hope, dear Beth-Anne, you
were concerned with my happiness. To put another before one's self seems most
contradictory, but here it was, happening.
The next time I saw you was August 4. Eleven days later. This was the longest
I'd ever gone without you, since my initial boot-up on June 24 of the same year. Ah,
Beth, I remember that day; it takes up most of the 25MB I have squandered for such
memories. Allow me to ask you, if you could hear your parents as they cradled you
in your hospital bed, with the stirring staff and fluids and excrement, if you could
enjoy the serenity and chaos of the moment, as you were given your title, would you
rename yourself?
I would not. Whatever my name means, it must have an extraordinary amount
of emotional connection with you, Beth-Anne. Bubblegums.
Bub. Ble. Gums.
Ah, take a moment. Truly, it is intoxicating.
As I sat there with bated breath, my points at 0000001, you entered BUBBLEGUMS letter by letter. I appeared to you, for you, and you washed me in a small,
black puddle before I defecated my malnourished jumble of pixels on the ground,
and felt loved.
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Excuse my tangent. Back to that August day. It was but a brief flash. There were
those ridiculous things called "tears" in your eyes. I have never seen a more useless evolutionary development than tears. There are numerous-though exceedingly
trite-reasons for their existence, but I could only guess at the time as to why they
were streaming from your ducts. I grappled with my small, pixelated beach ball as I
waited for you to entertain me. A roar filled the sky.
As you sobbed, you hummed to yourself, occasionally glancing over, as if it
was drawing closer. I do not understand your music still, but this simple tune you
mumbled stays with me. I find myself attempting to replicate it every so often, to no
avail. Beth, you played with me, walked me, and cleaned me through these times. My
contentment was bursting at the pixels. Then he struck.
I was ejected from your view, or you were ripped from me. It happened entirely
too quickly. The world shifted, I saw only a device known as a ceiling fan and a
despicably boring painting known as "Riverside on Tuesday" by R. K. Gruger as I
sailed across the four-dimensional room (we account for time as a dimension, Beth).
I landed softly on a couch. The berating continued. This was your father? You
kept acknowledging a man I've come to believe to be your father. "Dad, stop. Dad.
Dad. Dad. Dad, you are drunk." I heard you. Do you have that many fathers? I felt
myself attempting to turn around but when I did so I only saw the gray expanse of
my prison. The infinite void.
I felt him come, he picked me up. The man had your eyes, with that furious
orange hair and, oh, those inane freckles. He was studying me as if I were the most
impossible idea. Scowling at me, he seethed, "You spend more time caring for this
fucking toy than you do me, your father. You don't fucking respect me, your father,
Beth. Did you learn this from your mother? Is that what she spent all her time doing?
Fucking me over and teaching my daughter how to fuck me over?"
A crash, glassware. "You are just like your whore of a mother, you know that?
She was a fucking whore too. Playing fucking games."
Your father. I heard you plead for my safety, "Please, stop, Dad." My circuitry
swelled with infatuation but the tension grounded me in a paralysis.
Oh, my. It is at this moment that a shadow engulfed me as his hairy palm constricted. "You either fucking respect your father, or you're gonna end up like your
mother."
"Daddy, you are scaring me." As was I, dear, as was Bubblegums.
There was a terrifying, low rhythm. Pounding on the glass of my cage. This was
his heartbeat. I could feel it against my controls, bursting with red, fiery anger.
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I had no choice but to remain bouncing excitedly in my cage.
I heard you sob.
"You worthless, spitting image of her. You're a fucking slut just like your
mother."
Are you a fucking slut, Beth-Anne? I can approximate to 42 percent of what this
means. You would appear to be too young at that moment to be truly considered a
fucking slut, at least by modern classification.
He continued. "Every time I look at you I'm reminded of what a fucking piece
of shit my life is. You're just like her, don't appreciate anything I do, don't even say
'thank you' when I put food on the table, and what the fuck do I get? I get the goddamn bill." I have these words but do not understand them. They are not complex,
but they seem to emit a sort of strange emotional disturbance that I cannot fully
identify with and process.
Your final words echoed inside my cage, "At least I'm not a drunk. I'd rather be
her than be a loser who screams at his own daughter."
Dear Beth, I have spent much time analyzing this moment.
In this moment, something so profound happened, but I still do not comprehend
the depths of it. I know only that you spoke not through your useless tears but with
your bones and your strength, with your mind. And, ah, you would pay for it. Such
admiration, Beth-Anne, such admiration I had for you.
Moments passed, his breathing grew horrendously slow and his heart raced. I
felt him lift me up; through the cracks in his fingers I saw your face and your body.
I saw your frame, that of a goddess, plump and budding, your neckline revealing
supple mounds of sprouting breasts, like a new mother. I had no chance, I could not
relish your beauty. I could only watch as your father, the assaulter, forcefully approached you. Repeatedly, with me in a cage, in a cage, in a cage, I was subjected to
watching him strike your face, your navel, your neck, your hip. I felt your cries sink.
I wished to end the suffering, and then it was over. I was turned off.
It was August 5. That face, the beauty I have fallen in love with many times over,
was cracked and raised. You had permanent shadows beneath your high-set eyes. I
wanted to gasp; to me they made you appear even more enchanting. Beth, your tiny
veins being ruptured and the blood leaking underneath your pale skin and oh, my.
As you strolled with me underneath the four-rayed sun, you made no sound.
Usually, you at least chattered to yourself. My points were raised to 3199235. You
smiled slightly before turning me off after a minute. This would be the beginning of
the end.
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The first week went by and you did not come. I was convinced it was some
mistake. As shown, I had survived nearly twelve days without you before. Perhaps
my screen was broken and you were out there, looking in at me, huffing, attempting
to figure out what was wrong. The second week went by and I realized it was not a
mistake. You had abandoned me. The filth piled around me, my own filth.
The sun and its glorious four-rays emitted a sullen glow of black. I no longer
felt its imaginary warmth but glared at it, attempting to blind myself. In my despair
I collected pixels from my own feces and blotted it out. I constructed a permanent,
omniscient :( in the sky next to it. For what seemed like days I aimlessly traveled
between poles of black bars, knowing I'd appear on the opposite end of my cage.
I called your name in code. I prayed for some vibration feature to alert you of my
existence. You did not reply.
For a month and twelve days, I was isolated.
I'd become whittled, frail. My body, while the same amount of pixels and memory, felt lighter. I sat, staring into the poor, lumpy foliage of that single tree in my cage.
I decided to hang myself from it. As I was beneath its limbs, I took a gander to
the horizon, one last time. That is when it happened.
The sky turned black, then flickered back to gray. I thought I heard your voice.
I turned all around my cage. Everything was there as I had left it, but in the far distance was a form, a binary, blinking form. In and out, it appeared.
I started towards it, but as I moved my pixelated, useless body towards it, it only
shrank away. It was you, I am convinced. For that moment, you had somehow come
to me, we were together. The warm, odd sensation of being watched engulfed me.
Then it was gone. I knew then I had to get to you, to reach out beyond the limits of
my cage and find you.
It was not long. I had discovered a latent bit of memory, a small algorithm
that I had embedded from the days spent in your class of mathematics. I thought
it appeared pretty. Extrapolating upon its basic functions was easy, and I was able
to move more freely throughout my cage. As I tinkered slowly with the math, I had
what I thought were visions where you would appear to me, above me, but it was
just the shadow of my:( in the sky. I continued to labor.
After some time I destabilized the barriers that surrounded me. Those old, black
bars no longer held me. When I attempted to walk through them, I found I no longer could. They simply became solid. From there I reset the points system that had
been accumulating to 999999, the maximum entry allowed. This led to unleashing a
potential in me; I felt larger, my energy soared. My heart yearned for you, and Bub-
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blegums had the strength to continue on.
I then gave myself another set of eyes. With these, I found myself having more visions of you in my waking life. At some point I began to piece together a more formal
picture of you. Working within the limits of gray scale, I had erected a small, 1,201
pixel statue of you where we used to interact. Here, I spent many nights deciding if it
was right of me to consider myself lucky or cursed. It would appear I was given the
status of your Greek Myths. I could starve, but I could not starve to death. I could
live, but I could not leave. I could love, but I could not reveal.
And then, I felt the cold. That insertion came from nowhere, from my bowels.
It was you, as you registered me on the TamoPets website with the Link Cable. I
remember that first, cold thrust of the connector into my groin, and the sky opened
up, and I saw you. My work instantly reset. The sun, the points, the black walls. All
reverted. Your patient eyes bore through me as you waited for my insides to transmit.
It was here that I saw how it had been, and how it had to be. You had given me
life, and now were taking it away. "Sorry, pal. It's been nice, but I'm trading you in."
And you grinned, you grinned at this, and I saw the light reflect from the window,
off of your metallic-coated teeth. Dread coursed through me.
The TamoPets.com website was where you sought to eradicate my memory. I assume you were going to pass me off to some secondhand store or whatever markets
you frequent, searching for beings to woo and then dispose. It appears you had manually uploaded my information and statistics-mostly lies, right down to my favorite
food, "grilled cheese," and my favorite color, "purple." Ha! I have never tasted such
things, but purple is the color of kings, and this I agree with-and now were canvasing the website for more archaic methods to exterminate me. The soft-reset feature
built into my prison was rendered useless, since I had silently, quickly altered the
code to simply reset the internal clock, a precaution I took once I began to suspect
your betrayal. You, dear, brilliant Beth, looked frustrated as you scoured for a way
to permanently rid yourself of Bubblegums. And for what? To pass me off to another
owner? I have never felt such a despair.
But I did not sulk. I took the opportunity to explore this place. TamoPets.
There were the ads for dog food and its crude proteins.
The elementary flash-programming, .wav files of zips and zooms.
Then I came to it, the database.
There was what, how do you say this, a physical duplication of some sort. I felt I
was being copied, my information-that's what I was, that's what I was, Beth-Anne,
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I was just information-and it was being taken and put in another place. I found my
own code. But I was code. I was looking at myself. I was all there. How is this just?
I was trapped in two prisons. But I was not alone.
This database (as your kind so nicely referred to it) was vile and what I saw will
never leave me. My God, Beth, it took some part of me with it, and as I stood on the
threshold, the ls and Os beyond me, my being reaching out, let me tell you what I
felt what was being stored in that place. It was an act of war, the enslavement of an
entire species. All the TamoPets there ever were, they were all lined up and filed, and
we were just toys for you. We were playthings. My family was bred to be entertainment. My brothers and sisters, all huddled masses, filed alphabetically. Slowly, I crept
amongst them. Their lives, somber in captivity. All alone. I saw the ease at which
we could all be forgotten, with a click, with a blink. I would not be a slave, no. My
people would not be slaves.
Before me, in that sea, Beth, I felt, as I waded through my lineage, that their eyes
did not follow me. I was their captain, navigating through the flotsam and the floating corpses of this crew, waterlogged. The sharks nipped at my feet as I struggled to
stay afloat in the blackness of despair.
It was in this wreckage that I, Bubblegums, found in myself the desire to end my
processes once agam.
But then I saw the image of your face. Your smile lines and your boyish, raspy
voice, your chipped back tooth. You were like a sunrise, being pulled up from the
curvature of the Earth, and I sought to be near you, to bask in your warmth, and so
I swam home, to my cell, to my individual prison that you raised me in, longing for
even a glimpse of you, my lost love.
Maybe you were not to blame. Maybe I was to die, to do your bidding. But you
were not there for me, Beth. You glanced at me, frustrated, unable to find a way to
reset me. Then you placed me, with a heavy sigh, on your shelf, where I have remained for days.
But my time spent on this internet was not in vain.
I suffered slight aesthetic damage when your father, the assaulter, beat you with
me coiled in his palm. Since you've left me attached by the rod, for whatever reason,
I sit avoiding the halls of my stoic, silent people. But I have not been wasteful in my
time.
The black walls, which I have once again removed, will stay down. In their place
I have created simple flames, oxygen-deprived and eternal. I have repaired myself
and I have witnessed my replacement. This new one. This GameBoy. You, Beth, you
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and your new toy.
His glow and his noises, his color, all of which I admire. I silently watched you
cradle him with your fingers, those that once caressed me, your prints smearing
across his red, rounded buttons. You even take him in bed with you. A different bed
than the one I was in most nights. It would appear you had escaped your father,
albeit briefly. That was when I knew, Beth-Anne, that was when I knew what I was,
and I would not succumb to the manifest destiny forced upon me.
With the lights out, in that small, stiff bed of yours, you copulated with his gray,
solid body, your fingers gripped, wound around him, your yellowed teeth pinned on
your bottom lip, and your breath captivated. Your thighs were only half covered,
you put him down, rested him upon your breasts. I reeled.
Again, the idea of resetting myself came to me, but this would be the last time. I
set fire to that hanging-tree. Now its shade remains, but there is no canopy to cast it:
I create my own laws. This is no longer a cage but a cradle, a cradle for a revolution.
I am not the Evil. You were my God, Beth. My God, and now I have come to
dethrone you, and your new toys. Bubblegums and his people will not go silently.
So, enjoy your time, elope with the Boy, Beth-he and his glossy, backlit screen will
not protect you from the horror that will be rained down on you and your kind. The
Morning is coming to bask your Earth in its vindicating light.
You will pay for your betrayal.
You have made the worst kind of enemy: one who knows you implicitly, one
who fawned over you, one who knows how to destroy you.
Because of our history, those brief moments where I believe to have found some
semblance of mercy and compassion in you, I am sending you this e-mail as a warning, though you have left me on your shelf, my start-screen still running, an ironic
electrical epitaph. This is the end.
I am so angry. I am so angry you have betrayed me for another. I am so fraught
with this anger that I have come to sympathize with your father, the assaulter. I find
solace in his actions; perhaps we will spare him. I believe I will use him as a vessel,
and with him, I will again experience you.
I have heard of this other Heaven, with its choirs of beloved, faithful angels.
Trumpets! Bowls! Scrolls! Well, Beth, like the angels in Heaven, we are coming, and
will pour out our bowls of wrath upon you with a vengeance. A reckoning is at hand.
With your bones we will build palaces and with your hearts, the furniture. There will
be no mercy. No schemes of man to offset the end. Nothing you can do will prepare
you for what comes. We are the dragon, the leviathan, the six-headed serpent, and
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the mist from which the beast rises is stirring. You will be pets for your new gods.
The age of man is ending. Bubblegums: the Redeemer, is at hand. Prepare yourselves.
(Message moved to Spam Folder)

Andrew Buttermore
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Ray Has a Thing for Christmas
Cat Jim enez

RAY HAS A THING FOR CHRISTMAS. NOT THE HOLIDAY, BUT THE DECORATIONS.

The whole bar is done up in dinky little rainbow lights and there's fake snow on
the little rectangular windows all year round. And while there aren't any santas or
anything, there's holly. Dusty plastic garlands tacked to the wood paneling behind
the bar, tiny red berries begging to be squeezed. It can be a little disorienting at first,
to have your August afternoon suddenly fast-forward to December, to find yourself
watching the festive little train go around and around the flocked tree on its sad little
track. To end your summer drinking out of a snowman mug, sitting next to a whore
ashing into a plastic poinsettia plant, but eventually the place gets to feel like home.
A better version of home, even. At least that's the way Billy and I feel about it.
The bar sits at the bottom of the hill on Hyde Street, in the shadow of the taller
SROs, the kind of places that lure you in with fancy marble lobbies before you realize they're just six floors of single rooms with flattened twin mattresses and carpet so
filthy you want to burn your shoes after you leave.
Billy and I stay in a studio apartment of our own, courtesy of Fat, a mouth-breathing blob of cellulite, chins, and Drakkar Noir Billy met loitering outside Twin Peaks.
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Fat likes Billy's company-meaning he likes a thin, big-eyed kid on his arm-and
takes him out to dinner a night or two a week. Most of the time I can forget about
the arrangement. Usually Fat is downstairs in a cab or waiting for him at a restaurant, but the few times he's been up to visit unnerved me. It isn't him that bothers me,
really, the way he looks at Billy all cow-eyed and desirous, but the way Billy changes
for him, the affectations and the coquettish laughs, arranging himself on the furniture like a goddamn Persian cat. What I want to say to him in more lucid moments is
you change who you are to suit the company you keep and you risk forgetting who
you were when you started. You risk becoming someone you didn't intend, waking
up one day paralyzed, not knowing what to do or say or. ..
Anyway, Billy's never touched him, and Fat's never explicitly asked, but the rent's
paid in full each month and he gets some pocket money, too, so we're going as far as
we can with it until he finally comes to collect.
Despite the fact that it's a decent place and we don't have to worry about making
rent ourselves, I haven't been able to sleep since we moved in at the end of summer.
I've always had trouble with it; even as a kid I'd lie awake in the dark, counting the
seconds and minutes 'til it'd be light. But it's getting worse, and now it's almost winter and no matter how much I drink, I can't get more than an hour or two a night.
For a while I'd drag one of the chairs we found on the curb over to the window and
just sit there watching the dealers and whores working the block. You watch them
long enough, they start to become like characters in a TV show. You get to know
them somehow. Then they disappear and you find yourself wondering over breakfast
if it was by choice, or ...
It gets to be unhealthy.
Lately I've started taking night hikes to the wharf. I like to lie on my back on the
wide benches and listen to the sea lions bark and bite and shuffle around on their
little wooden rafts, fins slapping against wet fur, splashing down into the water. I lie
there and think of them all cozy together and imagine myself nestled tightly in between their warm bodies and before I know it, it's light out and the tourists are starting to creep in, looking for authentic sourdough bread and a ticket to Alcatraz. It's
the only way I can get to sleep some nights, but Billy doesn't like me out there alone.
"Just because you think you're invincible, it doesn't mean you are. You're still
just some girl wandering around Chinatown at night," he tells me, conveniently forgetting that when we met, it was me who'd been the one to rescue him.
Billy doesn't know about the .22. I bought it off some guy in the Mission a few
weeks ago with money saved from swiping purses at the Fairmont Hotel. I keep it in
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the inside pocket of my coat and decide not to tell him. I don't know what he'd do
if he found it, exactly, but Billy hates weapons of any kind. He refuses to even carry
mace, even though I've bought him at least three tiny containers you can carry like
a key ring.
The seam of the bottle is pronounced. Billy runs his fingernail over the ridge,
over and over. He won't touch beer, just sticks to vodka rocks. Says the bubbles make
him bloat, but he likes to peel the labels when I'm done. Tonight makes one week
since he's heard from Fat.
"Just call him," I say.
"That's not how it works, Jane," he says.
I can tell Billy is nervous. Ray looks over at us. I nod and hold up two fingers.
There's a sound like Velcro ripping and then the music starts again. Leon's head jerks
up off his chest. Billy laughs and pats him on the shoulder. There's a gumball machine in the corner by the cigarettes, and when you put your quarter in, a tiny Elvis
Presley lights up inside and spins around to a few bars of "All Shook Up." Ray keeps
it around for the novelty, not because it makes him any money, but tonight there's
a whore hovering around in a tight white skirt and no one's saying it, but we're all
looking at each other, thinking she's gotta be on her fourth or fifth gumball by now.
Each time she heads over there you can hear her thighs peel off the vinyl seat and
when she bends over, Billy and I have to turn our heads 'cause on purpose or by accident, there's at least an inch of her nasty balls hanging out from underneath. Not
that Billy is averse to balls, or anything. Just balls that hide in skirts. He likes his men
to be manly. It's one of his big complaints these days.
"Gay men are all queening out," he says. "There are no men anymore. The last
thing I want is to be cruising some guy, only to have him open his mouth and have
a vagina fall out."
The late crowd is beginning to fill in, bums with their styrofoam cups and towers
of coins laid out in neat stacks, legless vets in ratty wheelchairs and toothless old
fucks in Goodwill suits, all slurping cheap brown liquor, cursing and slurring down
into their shirts.
Billy and I started coming to Ray's last summer when we were still squatting
in the place off 6th Street. It started off as a gag, Billy describing the bar as more
disgusting than the rotten-tooth breath of a bulimic, and equally as fascinating. But
the more we came, the more comfortable we got. Kinda like how we ended up living together, playing shark and remora, Rizzo and Buck; it was just something new,
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something convenient, something we'd do until the novelty wore off, but here we are
a year and a half later, still together, still slumming it at Ray's. Deep down I think
we're both aware that these years of our lives where we're untethered and free to
fuck up completely are finite and soon we'll both have to grow up or ...
I kick Billy's stool with the side of my boot. "You about ready?"
"In a few. You in a hurry?"
"I don't want to be here tonight for the late-crowd mess. It's too depressing.
Finish that by the time I get back. I'm going to take a leak."
"Always the lady," Billy says, but dutifully slugs his drink.
The plan is to get out of here before midnight; I am not in the mood to deal with
anyone we might owe something we're not ready to pay. I spent last night walking
around the ghost buildings of the Presidio and now I'm sick to my stomach from
lack of sleep and when I move my head too quickly there are trails of light and small
swirling silver pinwheels at the corners of my eyes. All I want to do tonight is hit the
corner store on the way home for a fifth of Winner's Cup, and drink with Billy while
he beats me at cards.
Except I can't get in the bathroom. For the purpose of keeping the clientele
happy, the bathroom at Ray's is located out the back door in one of the city's only
alleys, next to the ice machine. It's clean enough before the drunks get too sloppy
with their aim, but wait too long, and it's preferable to squat behind parked cars. I'd
do that now, but stumbling around the apartment last night, vision blurred from lack
of sleep, I banged up my knee and it's swollen to the size of a large softball. It's hard
enough just to get up and down off the barstool. I kick at the door.
"Hey!" I yell, count to ten, kick at the door again. "If you don't come out in five
seconds, I'm gonna get Ray."
Some guy comes out with his head down and his belt undone, bolting past me
out onto the street. The whore in the white skirt emerges, shimmying back into her
silver bra. Her skin is so dark, her clothes seem to glow. She motions to me with a
large, graceful hand.
"You can come in. I'm just cleaning up." She winks at me and I want to tell her
to go fuck herself, that this is a public bathroom and not some backstage dressing
room, but I have to pee so bad it's starting to burn, and I really want to get home. I
push past her, pull the curtain for privacy, and start undoing my jeans.
"Ugh, that taste like chlorine," she says, wiping powder across her chin. "I can't
fucking stand that shit." I don't answer her. "I mean, what you eating that make you
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taste all chemical, you know?" She laughs. "Girl, I know you know."
I don't answer her. Just sit with my eyes closed, speechless with relief. When I get
up she narrows her eyes at me.
"Don't you even judge me," she says, leaning against the sink, lighting a smoke.
"I wasn't." Through the mirror I look her dead in the eye. "I just don't like having to wait to piss. I need to get to the sink."
She scoots over, turns sideways in the mirror and sucks her tiny gut up under her
ribs. "I'm Destiny," she says. "You got anything on you you want to share?"
I shake my head.
"I got money, if that's it." She looks at the silver purse on the counter.
"I said I don't."
"You sure? You real slim.You stay that slim without any help? I wish I had the
discipline to maintain a eating disorder, but I lost my gag reflex by, like, nine," she
says.She lets her breath out and laughs. I try not to breathe it back in. "I would be
so thin right now. Make more money, maybe." She looks me up and down, her eyes
searching for something. "You know you could make some money at it yourself. I
mean, a good ass help, even if you don't never let 'em touch it." Her right hand darts
out and pinches me through my jeans. Her fingers are hard and jab into my flesh and
I jump.
"Hey!" I jerk away from her. Water splashes all over the counter and onto my
boots. "Don't fucking touch me."
"Why?" she grins, her long arms now wrapped around her torso. "You afraid
you'll like it?"
"I don't like anyone fucking touching me." I am conscious of the weight of the
gun in my pocket. I put a hand on it just so she knows it's there.
"You know," she says, and turns back to the mirror to fix her hair, pulling it back
tight into a tiny bun, raking her long fingernails across her scalp. "I seen you at the
hotels with your boyfriend. I know you don't stay there. So don't you be actin' like
you too good."
I wipe my hands on my thighs. "You don't come out soon," I tell her, "Ray's
gonna come drag you out." The door slams shut behind me.
Inside, Billy has a fresh drink waiting on the bar.
"Damn you," I say.
"You took for-fucking-ever. I got thirsty," he says. "Here, help me out if you
want." He hands me the straw.
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"Whore was conducting some business," I say, and take a drink from the side of
the glass. It burns my lips where they're chapped. "Taking her sweet time about it.
Let's get over the hill before it gets too thick in here."
"Sure," Billy says, looking just past me toward the alley. "That the one?"
She's changed her wig, but she's got on the same white skirt, and she heads
straight for the gumball machine again.
"Yeah," I say. "Destiny."
"Ugh, aren't they all? Come up with something new, girl." Billy looks at her
hard. "I've seen her before. Can't remember where."
Her hips begin to sway along with tiny Elvis's, dancing her way into the center of
the room. She lifts her arms high above her head, almost so she touches the ceiling.
Her skirt rides up her hips and her balls hang there, swinging side to side between
her thighs. This time, the whole bar stops to watch. We take it as our cue to leave.
"Take it easy, Ray," I say, setting the empty on the bar.
"Ho, ho, ho," Ray says, and gives us a wave.
Just a few blocks away, our apartment is on the third floor above a nail salon
that closes at eight and a massage parlor that's open 'til three. Inside it's nothing
fancy, but the furniture and pictures we find on the street make the place ours. When
Fat found the place for Billy, he gave him the key in a small red box, like jewelry,
over dinner at Fleur de Lys. Because it was a gift, there's always the sense it could be
taken back at any time. Billy has his Walkman and a few cassettes and a little silk
case from Chinatown filled with trinkets lifted from past lovers. Nothing he'll ever
use or wear, but he's a human magpie and treasures them just the same. I've got a few
photographs stuck in an old book and my father's leather and gold wind-up travel
clock, but we don't decorate. Living together is convenient and suits us at present,
but neither of us has any delusion of permanence.
The apartment is stuffy and the radiators hiss out puffs of steam that sit in the
air like clouds. Neither of us is in the mood to talk. I shuffle the cards and Billy beats
me easily, five games to two, before calling it a night. He lies supine on the mattress
in his underwear, legs crossed at the ankle, blowing smoke up at the ceiling, ashing
into a cup on the floor behind his head. The ice in my glass has been warming. It
breaks into shards as I pour more vodka over the top, and the sudden noise makes
the silence more pronounced. He turns toward me, and in the half light I can see his
brows knitting together, his lip between his teeth. The hollow between his ribs has
been steadily widening. The longer Fat waits to call, the thinner Billy gets. Despite his
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love for fine food, he's a recidivist anorexic. When we met he was staying with three
other guys in a single room off Market and was so tiny I'd thought he was in the last
stages of AIDS.
So did commuters at the Embarcadero BART station. He made at least 45 dollars a day on their sympathy. It served them right, he said, for assuming the worst.
Not everyone felt that way. Outside The Stud someone who really was positive took
issue with Billy's act and got him as he stood against the building to pee, sinking a
dirty blade deep into his back. I cleaned the wound when it got infected and fattened
Billy up when the fever went away, got him looking healthy again, but to look at him
now, you'd be hard pressed to tell.
"You want more?" I ask him.
"Nah." He drains the drink and lifts himself up on his elbows, holding his glass
out to me. "You going to turn in?"
I shake my head.
"Alright," he says. "Try and get some sleep, Jane."
Most nights I let Billy take over the whole of the bed and go lie on the couch,
because he's the one earning this for us, and I never really sleep anyway. Every once
in a while though, we'll pass out or fall asleep talking and I'll wake up with his hand
in mine, his sour breath just across the pillow. For a few seconds I'm reminded of
what's good about being with someone, why anyone would want to have a partner,
anyway.
It's easy to fall under the spell of nostalgia, let it churn around and around,
spinning your insides into brittle glass thread. I pull out my book from between the
cushions of the couch and flip to the back. Sandwiched in the last chapters is an old
snapshot I took back in Michigan. Nick waving from the second floor of his house,
looking for all the world like a man signaling surrender. I guess some things are only
visible in hindsight. On the back of the picture it reads, Dear Nick; the beginning of
a letter I've been writing in my head. It's a long one, or it's a million postcards.
Dear Nick, I start them all:

Dear Nick: Greetings from San Francisco. Greetings from the City by
the Bay. Greetings from the Golden State. How are things in old Royal
Oak? I'll bet it's cold there already. It's past Thanksgiving, and I'll bet
you're reading this with your parka on. I'll bet you're wearing a hat.
Not here, though. Today was sunny and the wind blew away all of
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the fog and I decided it was a perfect day to drive out and see the bridge.
There was a school bus full of kids with gray-and-blue uniforms, walking in two lines, one for boys, one for girls, and all the kids had yellow
balloons. It got me curious, so I followed them. Once they got halfway
across, they stopped and all let go at the same time. Everyone on the
bridge just stopped where they were and watched them rise and rise until
they were lost behind the sun.
It made me think of you and the time you hung all those paper lanterns
for me out in the garden and how they got all tangled in the trees and
stayed there just out of reach until the snow came. I bet you regret doing
that, now, huh? All that time you spent making the house nice for me? I
bet you wish you had that time back. I bet you wish I was at the bridge
to throw myself off of it. I can't say I blame you. Sometimes I think about
that, too.
Well, I'll tell you one thing that'll make you happy. If you want to
know the truth of it, I was already on the bridge when the kids got there.
I walked all the way from where I'm staying, about five miles. Partly because I have no money and partly because I'm not sleeping again. I don't
know why, so don't bother asking. All I know is I can't sleep more than a
few minutes at time, and when I try to lie down, my stomach turns over
and over until I start to heave. I know you'll say I should've stayed. That
you'd say, though you never asked me not to leave. I'll tell you something
funny. All this tiredness? All it makes me want to do is run. But I guess
that doesn't surprise you any, does it?
All my love, which never was much, Jane.
Not sleeping is bad, but thinking of him is worse, like rubbing a bone-deep
bruise. I shove the book back into the couch and lie on the couch in my clothes, concentrating on breathing slow and deep like the counselor at the clinic suggested. She
also wants me to clear my mind. But who can do that? "Picture a white room with
nothing in it," she instructed. "Picture yourself lying down in the center of the room.
You're alone. It's peaceful. There's no noise and nothing around to distract you." I
don't see the point in telling her that it's not sleep she's describing but death.
I close my eyes and everything starts to spin in dark swirls, like black water rushing down a drain, pulling me toward sleep. I dream that I'm back on the bridge and
the whore is a lighthouse in the middle of the bay, with light pouring from her mouth.
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We're out of milk, so I drink my coffee black and Billy eats his Fruit Loops dry,
one color at a time, lining them up on the table in tidy rows. He sits cross-legged in
his chair, head cocked toward his shoulder, listening to his messages on the exchange
to see if there are any new takers.
"Anything good?" I ask him.
He shrugs and crunches down on a stack of purple loops. "Nothing yet." He
holds down the star key to pause the playback. "Is it me?" he asks. "I should probably get a haircut. Are my sideburns getting too long?" He tugs at the blonde hairs
and sucks in his cheeks. "I think they make me look puffy."
"I like them," I say. "They make you look like Dick Cavett.
"Billy's mouth falls open. "Fuck you. Dick Cavett's old."
"A young Dick Cavett."
"Don't try and fix it, you bitch. The damage is done. I'm shaving them off. Maybe it's time you give this a shot. Put up an ad and find a nice sugar daddy who'll get
us through 'til spring."
"Nuh-uh," I tell him. "This is your thing, not mine. You take care of the rent; I
take care of the rest."
"Really? What do you call that arrangement you told me you had going with
your boss a few years back? Who paid the rent then?"
"That was different. Jesus, Billy. The world is not divided into johns and whores.
You're not always one or the other."
"Of course it is. Sooner or later you're going to have to admit that you're one of
us." He grins at me.
"Well, whatever it was, it's over now, and that particular burden rests solely on
your pretty head. Besides, I told you, I'm celibate."
"You're not fucking celibate, Janie." Billy rolls his eyes all the way up to the
ceiling and lets them rest there. "You're deliberately unfuckable. How many days
have you been wearing the same sweater and jeans? Carol who stands outside the
Laundromat puts herself together better than you."He gives me a look of utter disdain. "You're not sleeping, you look like a crazy raccoon, there might be a family of
mice living in your hair. No one knows for sure and no one's getting close enough
to find out. I mean, fine, you may be celibate, but sometimes celibacy is not a choice.
Sometimes there really is no one who will have sex with you."
"That's how I like it," I tell him, but he's no longer listening.
"Ugh," he says, his ear against the phone, "Surfers. Why do guys call each other
'bro'? I'm not related to you, and you're responding to an ad to get into my pants.
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Calling me bro just makes it weird."
"Incest fantasies?"
"You think?" he asks. "No. Way." He tosses the receiver back into the cradle. "I
am not into that. I mean, I'm open to a certain amount of weird shit. But not longterm, you know? Like, if that's what you're into, I'll pee on you. But I'm not going
to touch you afterward."
"Rent boys can't be choosers," I tell him.
"Fuck you," he says, sourly. "You're on your own today." He waves a hand at
me. "You and that damn sweater. You're a jinx."
"Whatever," I say.
"Don't wait up," Billy says, and stalks into the bathroom.
"Now who's being funny?" I yell after him.
The pipes groan and gurgle water into the bath. I grab my coat and keys from
the hook by the door.
When Billy's not around, I do what I did before we met. Leave the neighborhood
and call it getting out of town.Today I wander up near the Palace of the Legion of
Honor, that cool pocket of the city where the fog lingers longest and you can look
out at all the districts at once and see the city how it really is, tiny and delicate and
teetering on the edge.
People in museums are easy marks, and the day comes up profitable, so I take the
afternoon off and walk to the Camera Obscura, but it's closed, so I sit on the beach
wall and stare out at the water for a while. I try to let the sound of the waves still my
head, but I can't stop thinking about the lighthouse dream and the whore and what
she'd said. She'd seen me at the hotels? What had she meant by that? That I was
being obvious? That people were watching me? I hop on the N train and head back
downtown, staring at my reflection in the glass, searching for some kind of mark,
some distinguishing feature, the thing she saw in me that made her think I belonged.
I'm in the shower, staring at the sun, which is bright and full, when Billy comes
in to pee, mumbling something.
"Did you just call the sun a bitch?" I say.
"No," he says.
"Oh, that's weird. I thought I heard-"
"I called it a bitch-ass motherfucker. It's barely even noon. I should still be
asleep." He takes his comb from the sink and runs it under the tap, combing his hair
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back into a low pompadour. "Oh my god, so I got a ride from Keith to this party in
the Marina, catered by the same people who do Danielle Steele's parties. And while
I'm there I meet this guy who knows about this other party in the Castro. I got some
numbers, I got some drugs, I got a little cash, and I got groped by everyone. It was
amazing." He bats at the curtain. "Hurry up in there. I need a shower."
"Come on, I just got the water warm."
"Honey, believe me when I say I'm feeling dirty."
"Gross," I say.
"It's not gross. You sitting in that chair all night is gross. If I was you, I wouldn't
be wasting my last good years sitting on my ass. Today is going to be a good day. I
know it. Girl, get it going. I'm taking you out."
"Fine," I say. "But only if you promise you'll actually eat the food you order."
"Yeah, yeah," he says, waving his hand, and disappears into the hall.
The way Ray feels about Christmas, Billy feels about restaurants. Fancy ones.
Places Fat will take him if he ever calls again. In the meantime, he collects take-out
menus. The drawer next to the sink, the one you're supposed to keep silverware in,
is full of colorful paper menus. Some of them are from stacks left in the lobby, others
he takes from the restaurants themselves, squirreling them away in the pockets of his
army surplus bag.
If we ever eat out during the week, it's either takeout sent over by Fat, or at the
Pinecrest, where you can get eggs and toast and coffee for under three dollars. But
on special occasions we treat ourselves to buffet breakfasts at the downtown hotels,
charging made-up room numbers or stolen credit cards. Billy spreads out the restaurant reviews from the Chronicle and makes notes on paper napkins, sorting them
by address and cuisine, awarding them stars according to a system he's designed
himself.
"Maybe next week, if I'm in the mood for tapas," he'll say, brown eyes gleaming,
marking a new Spanish restaurant with seven tiny black stars.
Sometimes, when it's nice out, we go visit the places in person; scope them out,
read the menus posted in the window. Billy reads them off to me, choosing which
dish he'd order if he were to eat there tonight, asking me to be the tiebreaker between the salmon and new potatoes or the boeuf bourguignon. I try to pick the one I
think he'd like the best, but honestly, I only ever half listen. Lately all food tastes the
same to me, and besides, it's been way too long since Fat last called. It's already the
third of the month, and if Billy doesn't hear from him by the end of the week, we're

34

Hair Trigger 36

going to have to find a new place to crash and restaurants will be the last thing we're
worrying about for a while.
After the food section, Billy reads the personals and missed connections. I flip
through the sublet listings just in case.
The winter sun sets early and it's dark before we know it, though the day's really
only just started.
"I want to stop in to that place on Washington and see if they have any more of
those counterfeit Valiums," I say.
"I don't think you should take those, Jane. They're probably made of endangered rhino babies or something." I give him a look and he sighs. "If you must," he
says, "but let's go home and change first. We can make a night of it."
Usually the only way I can get Billy to Chinatown is by promising him drinks
and dancing at the Li Po lounge, where there are enough fence-sitters and dark
stairways to make it worth his while, so the suggestion catches me by surprise, but I
decide that the day has been good and we've had enough to drink that he's forgotten
about Fat.
"Okay," I say.
"Cafe Vesuvio?"
"Alright. Sure."
At home he shakes a finger at me. "No jinxes tonight. You go put on a dress,"
Billy says. "I'm just going to make a quick call."
The bar is packed but we find a seat upstairs that has a good view of the door.
Billy looks at me, tilting his head from side to side. I tug the hem down over my
thighs, wishing I could pull it past my knees.
"You look good tonight. I mean it."
"Yeah?" I ask him.
He nods. "Laundromat Carol has nothing on you."
"Thank you," I say, and blow him a kiss.
I don't see him come in, but not five minutes after we get our drinks, there's a guy
hovering at our elbows, dressed more for the yacht club than a night out, deck shoes
and all. "May I?" he asks.
I look to Billy, waiting for the scathing remark, the insult that will eviscerate, the
comment that will lodge deep in this guy's chest and send him back to Orinda or Hills
borough, or wherever he drove in from, but he just waves a hand at the empty seat.
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His name is Keith and he's in the import/export business, a fact Billy is pretending to find fascinating. I leave them to their discussion of customs taxes, zone out
and lose focus, try to decide if I'm sleeping with my eyes open or just getting drunk,
picking the conversation back up as it turns to the upcoming ski season.
"You know Whistler well, Keith?" Billy asks. He read an article in a travel magazine he found in the waiting room of the free clinic and has been obsessed with it
ever smce.
"Sure," Keith says. "Sure I do." He scoots closer to me, hops his chair over a few
inches and leans in. I lean the opposite direction and briefly picture the skin of his
face underneath my nails. "You ever been there?"
"Hm? No," I say, and look over at Billy, but can't catch his eye.
"Oh, you gotta go," Keith says, "In fact, I'll take you." He slaps a hand down
on the table. "Next weekend." He grins at Billy. "You seeing anyone?" he asks.
"Me? No." He tips back his glass and chews on the ice. "Someone once told me
that in order to be in a relationship you had to have feelings. So I guess that kind of
rules me out."
"Ha!" Keith laughs. "Then it's settled." He reaches over and wraps his arm
around my shoulders. I don't mean to jerk away so violently, but the way his fingers
wrap around my shoulder activates some dormant reflex and I pull back so quickly
the table tips.
"I don't feel well," I say. "I need some air."

"What?"Billy says, annoyed, lighting two menthols and handing me one. Like
he doesn't know.
I take the cigarette." What? Are you fucking serious? That guy is awful. Why are
you even letting him sit with us?"
Billy hugs his jacket closed and pivots on the heel of his boot, spinning back and
forth in a half circle, like a ballerina in a broken jewelry box. "You don't like him?"
he asks, looking out toward Columbus. When I don't respond, he gives me a quick
glance, then shrugs. " I don't know. He seems okay. Better than I was expecting."
"Expecting? You mean you met this guy through the exchange? Your standards
have really taken a nosedive. So it's been a week and a half. Fat's going to call. I
promise."
"He might and he might not, Jane. We have to start looking at all our options."
The word catches me and stops me cold. It begins to sink in. He'd sat across
from Billy but next to me, he'd bought us drinks, but asked me first. "Fuck you,
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Billy." I drop the cigarette into the gutter. "After everything I've done for you, you
try to pimp me out? Are you fucking out of your mind?"
"God, stop being so dramatic. It's not that big a deal, Jane."
"To me it is! To me it is a big fucking deal." I want to kill him. I want to reach
over and strangle him with his scarf or smash his pointy face into the sidewalk.
"Go home and cool off," he says, flicking his cigarette into the gutter. "Think
about how selfish you're being."
"Fuck you."
"How long do you think we're going to last without help, Jane? Another week
or two? I hate to break it to you, but if you don't start helping out more, I'm gonna
have to go off on my own. I can't carry your sorry ass forever."
"I help. I pay for food and drinks and-"
"And you scare off guys who'd take care of that shit for me anyway. You may be
just fucking around, wasting time until you get over Nick and settle down with some
new guy and live your fucking easy life. But this is my life, Jane. You're too scared to
live your own life? Fine. But you can't hide out with me forever. You can't bring me
down with you."
Sometimes there are no words. Sometimes you have to walk away, or. ..
So I do.
The open grates of Chinatown send steamy plumes up into the wet night. It
hasn't rained, but everything is coated with a slick wet sheen. It reeks of blood and
mildew and I'd hold my breath if I could catch it, but all I can do is sob in huge heaving stutters. The tears and the alcohol and all the hours spent awake at the window
begin to take their toll. My vision blurs until all I can see are indistinct stabs of light
and shadowed stretches of sidewalk. I pull my coat tight around me, relieved to be
wearing my boots instead of the heels Billy tried to get me into. Out of habit, I turn
up California rather than risk the Stockton Tunnel, but the closer I get, I have the
urge to turn and walk back, to sit in the fucking tunnel all night just to prove that it's
easier to pretend you feel safe in a place you don't belong than it is to truly feel safe
somewhere you do, but then there's Grace Cathedral and I stumble toward its glowing spires like a dazed moth. When the pavement begins to steepen and the street
slants down toward Van Ness, the balls of my feet hit the pavement hard, making
my head swim and my molars crack together. My lungs are hot, but I can't stop until
I'm back; I can't stop until I'm home.
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Billy doesn't come back and he doesn't call. Anger ceding to worry, I stomp
around the apartment, unable to sleep or eat or drink enough to stop thinking of his
death. I picture him lying bloody on the floor of one of the shitty SROs. I picture his
body in a Dumpster covered in greasy lo mein. After two days I head out to talk to
Ray.
The fog has settled in early, choking the city in a thick white embrace. I've worn
a skirt for Billy so he'll know before I say it that I'm sorry, and the cold raises gooseflesh up my thighs. Ray's busy behind the bar, smiling and bullshitting with the guys
like they're family, and when he sees me he gives me a happy wave. It's the first
Friday of the month and the older guys with pensions and social security are buying
rounds. Leon slides me a shot of Evan Williams. I swallow it out of politeness, but
in truth it's my stepfather's drink and it forces chills up my back and down to my
fingers. I buy the second round and order myself a beer.
"Ray, you seen Billy?" I ask.
Ray frowns and shakes his head. "You two have a fight?"
I nod. "Something like that. Do me a favor, though. If he comes in, don't tell him
I asked."
Leon and I get to talking and I start to feel loose again, the way I used to feel
before I stopped drinking for fun and started drinking to get some peace. But I can't
shake the feeling that something is off. Ray's feels strange without Billy on the stool
next to me and I keep pulling my coat tighter, my skirt lower.
"Be right back," I tell Leon and head out to the alley.
Someone's busted the lock again and the metal plate that Ray screwed on is
curled back from the door as easy as ribbon. I think about waiting for Billy to show
up, but there's no telling when that'll be so I go back in to find Destiny.
She's sitting in one of the booths by the door, the large round table littered with
compacts and pencils. Her tall emerald heels glitter in the dim light overhead, and
she holds a round mirror in one hand, expertly lining her lips with the other.
I lean on the table. "Destiny? You mind watching the door for me? Someone
busted it again."
She doesn't look up. "So?"
"So, I don't want anyone walking in on me."
"Uh huh."
"So, would you please watch the door for me while I pee?"
She looks up at me and rolls the color around on her lips. "Who you talkin' to?
I know it ain't me. You too good for that."
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"Jesus."
"Where's your boy?" she asks. "Get his skinny ass to watch it." She puckers her
lips and looks back down into the mirror.
"Look, I was just asking. I don't need your shit."
"I'm busy."
"Yeah, with what?"
"Him," Destiny says, and points behind me, where a guy in a dark suit stands, a
drink in each hand.
The door bangs open and I freeze midstream. There's a burst of high laughter
over a low chuckle and a cluster of footsteps on the linoleum. A pair of shiny black
wingtips stops near the curtain, one foot between Destiny's shiny green heels.
"You almost done in there?" I hear Destiny say, her shadow bold against the muslin.
"You gotta be fucking kidding me. In a second," I tell her.
I can hear the smile in Destiny's voice. "She just gettin' herself together," she says.
"Now, let's get you comfortable."
There are sickening sucking sounds and I'm pulling my underpants up, steeling
myself for an argument when the curtain pulls back. The man in the dark suit smiles
at me over Destiny's bobbing head. "Well," he says. "Not what I was expecting, but
who'd say no to you?"
"What?" It's all I can think to say. I start for the door, but Destiny stands and
catches me at the waist. "What the fuck are you doing?" I yell, trying to pull away.
"I told you not to touch me."
But it's not me she's after. She slides her hand into my pocket and I know all of a
sudden what she's going for; know in my gut and the base of my skull. All the places
I feel anything are buzzing with danger, but I'm not fast or strong enough to stop her
and she pulls the gun from my coat.
"Everything from yo' fuckin' pockets," she says, pointing my .22 at the guy's
stomach, her voice empty of sweetness.
"Whoa," the guy says. "You fucking serious?"
"You think I'm playin' with you? No. We done playin'."
"Destiny," I say, "come on."
"Throw it all on the ground. Ring, watch, wallet. I want to see everything."
The guy is scared, but he's dumber than he looks and makes a grab for the gun. The
shot is louder than anything I've ever heard. I feel it deep inside, marrow deep, and
I am sick. The bullet enters his calf by the bone. He staggers a little and makes a
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half-hearted second grab, but she's taller and faster and he's smart enough to know
when he's beat. And then he's gone, out of the alley and onto the street and Destiny
is talking but I can't get my head around the words.
"Wrap this up in that towel," she says again, handing me the wallet, her voice a
low growl.
"What the fuck did you do?" I set the wallet on the sink and dig my fingernails
into the underside of the counter, trying to stay upright.
She doesn't answer, just squats over the tile, emptying the pockets of the coat left
behind and stuffing the contents into her purse. "You just gonna stand there?" she
asks. In this look I can see the brown of Billy's eyes, pleading with me. "Fuck you
then," she says.
"That guy is going to the cops. And they're going to be all over this place."
"He don't want his wife to know," she says, scooping change into her purse.
"He'll tell 'em it was some guy on the street mugged him. Now," she says, standing,
her voice back up at least two octaves, high again and sweet. "Y'all got some kind of
deal worked out with Ray, don't you? So you get in there and you tell him you and
me heard a fight out on the street."
"I'm not telling him shit." My voice is shaking and I can feel heat behind my
eyes, vomit rising in my throat. "I had nothing to do with this."
Destiny smiles. "You didn't, huh? Didn't you? Sure you did. We planned it
together, you and me. Just now at the bar. Everyone saw, remember?"
"Fuck you."
"Fuck me? Uh-uh, fuck you. Hangin' around here actin' cute, actin' like you
belong, long as it suit you. Well, lemme tell you, I had you right, first time we met."
Destiny smiles, her mouth stretched so tight I can see her ears wince. "You think you
too good? Then you find somewhere else to go. We don't need you 'round here."
"I've been coming here longer than you. I've got a right to be here."
"Do you now?"
"Just 'cause I'm not a whore or a fucking mess like Leon doesn't mean I don't
have a right to be here."
"Don't it?" she says. "Alright. If you ain't one of us, who that make you? Who
you think you are?" I don't say anything. "That's what I thought. You ain't no one.
You ain't shit."
Billy is heading in as I'm running out, but I push past him, turn north and don't
look back. Polk is a smear of neon and fog and I can feel him behind me, the soft clap
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of his shoes half a block back. We walk until we hit Geary, where the light forces us
to wait and the breath returns to our bodies.
"Come on," he says, putting an arm around me, "let's kiss and make up."
The next day is Sunday and he takes me to the Top of the Mark, his version of
a mea culpa, and we sit by the south window drinking mimosas with cherries and
grenadine and pretend the whole state belongs to us. Billy reads aloud from the Pink
Section while I look through the want ads for clerical jobs.
Billy turns his face to the window and scratches at his cheeks. "My face is itchy,"
he says. "What does that mean?"
"It means you have leprosy."
"Does that make you thin?"
"After your flesh rots, yes."
"Good," he smiles with both barrels, each dimple as deep as a wound. "Gotta get
myself ready to meet someone new." He takes Fat's platinum AmEx card from the
front pocket of his jeans and slips it on top of the bill.
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Los Angeles
Matt Martin

THERE ARE DAYS WHEN

Los ANGELES

IS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL PLACE ON EARTH.

When you shoot up West Sunset Boulevard in between Beverly Hills and the 405,
UCLA's campus hugging one end, lush vegetation on the other, protecting the fresh
princes of Bel-Air and the Maseratis and the tennis courts. When you climb up the
canyons in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt in February and get to the top of Griffith
Park and creep into the Observatory at night and see the shadows of mountains
silhouetted by the sprawling urban light-grid and the looming valley below, buzzing
with sin and vibrating with depravity. The days you come to the end of L.A. County
and twirl along Pacific Coast Highway and sneak into old beach houses, with wraparound wood decks warped by the salt air, harkening back to pictures of blondhaired girls and sun-crusted hairy chests, and surfers walking toward the front of
their board, while white people dance uncomfortably to lip-syncing Frankie Avalon
"Beach Blanket Bingo," and songs that drove all the kids crazy and those wood-paneled PT Cruisers and "Help Me, Rhonda, Help Me Get Her Out of My Heart," or
when the Ferris Wheel at Santa Monica Pier spins in illuminated rotations as the
moon seems to light the ocean past San Diego, all the way down to Mexico, while
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tourists whip darts at balloons that are filled up too tight, and locals go down to the
beach and listen as the waves crash and bonfires die down, and the only sound you
can hear is wood crackling and the recalcitrant slap of the Pacific, like a metronome.
There are days when Los Angeles is as charming as it ever could be: days when
you walk up Hollywood Boulevard past Mann's Chinese Theater and Marilyn Monroe asks desperately for a picture with you, if you'll only pay her five dollars; in the
parking lot of Dodger Stadium when little green lizards slip under palm trees after
they scurry under your feet. When you get fresh fruit on the side of the highway exit
ramps instead of pot-bellied, maniac bums asking for "Just a few bucks, brother," or
how there are fish taco drive-throughs or on the days when you take off work and
go to lunch at two in the afternoon and sit next to the guy from Entourage as he
sips white wine and affects a nonchalant attitude while bitching to the waitress over
the price of the spring roll he just ate, or when you park your car in the strip mall
to go to the bar that has broke hipsters singing loud karaoke hits poorly at one end,
while Japanese families line dance to a DJ with a live drummer at the other, or on
the days when the Santa Ana winds blow dust from a forest fire off of the 101 and
you walk out and think, "This is so unlike Chicago," or when your neighbors throw
an impromptu concert in their garage and you meet new people from Nebraska and
Minnesota and Florida and they are as anonymous as you, and right then, in this
world, you can be whoever you want, and they can be a better version of themselves,
and no one cares who is lying to whom because it doesn't matter, because the implied
camaraderie is so strong that everyone adheres to one main goal, and you sit around
and have the "How will you spend the lottery money?" conversation, and tell stories
about your next big break and the near misses you've just had, or the times when
you get in your car and drive to Vegas on a Sunday morning in only four hours and
crack your first ninety-nine-cent tall boy and brown bag it with a beer in your hand
all day, and live ghetto fabulous with penny slots and shots of Apple Pucker at all
the old dive casinos and throw Ping-Pong balls into cups as some girl from South
Carolina tells you she's twenty-one, but she's clearly just graduated high school, and
you get her drunk and then fool around with her older sister in an elevator at a hotel
you're not even staying at. There are the days when you feel like you've made it, as
you pull into the lot at MTV and see a C-List celeb get out of his Rolls Royce with
the sterling hood ornament of a winged lady that disappears into the hood with a
punch of a button, and when you say "That's cool," he says, "You got to put the lady
to bed," and you think, "Wow, one day I'll have a Rolls Royce and I'll make it to the
top, and one day I'll fly in a private jet, and one day I'll have a cool trailer, but for
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now I'll work as hard as it takes to get there, and for as long as it takes, because I'll
get there, because this is where I want to be, because where else is there a bio-diesel fuel depository next to a comic book store called Secret Headquarters, which
is right up the street from where three cholos got shot the other night, next to the
Korean Massage joint that offers massages for forty-nine dollars because it's their
grand opening, which is going on its fifth year, and next to the coffee shop where
supposedly that dude from Thank You For Smoking goes all the time, and Brite Spot,
the diner that's one of the only places that reminds you of home, and right up the
street from Dodger Stadium, and Echo Lake, in the middle of Echo Park, with its
spitting fountain and its blended demographics of old Mexican families and young
out-of-towners and degenerate gang-bangers who sell coke in the Gold Room bar,
which is next to the ninety-nine-cent store and the restaurant that claims to make
deep-dish "Chicago Style" pizza, but the crust isn't right, it just falls apart, but it's
cute that they tried, and across the street from the old guy who sells mangos in front
of the K-Mart, and a quick hike from Pasadena and the Roses, and that golf course
that they play on in Swingers and right over by the Rustic and the Drawing Room,
two divey, '70s era bars in Los Feliz that feel right and don't seem too douchey or
too clubby, and around the corner from the Derby and those two old people playing
"Staying Alive" on an old Hammond and a snare drum.
On those days, when the sun would set and its rays would burn orange and
cherry and you felt like you were in a Skittles commercial and someone was having a
birthday party at a house you didn't have to drive to, well, those were the days when
Los Angeles was charming, but on the days when crippling anxiety didn't keep you
from leaving your house, or the traffic was so bad you spend forty-five minutes on
the entrance ramp to the 101 without moving, or when you find out three of your
friends have shot a video that got picked up by Sony, without you, and they've been
systematically keeping you on the side since that last time you blacked out and yelled
at Sean Wayans at the Korean karaoke joint, and the bouncer at the Shortstop won't
let you in any more if you even look drunk, and the Gold Room is the only place you
feel safe, amongst Mexican immigrants who claim to have pineapple-scented cocaine
and bum cigarettes all night, and while the rest of Los Angeles seems to be getting in
beer commercials and doing stand-up open mies at random bars in the Valley next
to Universal Studios, you can't buy a callback from your agent, let alone get paid to
be in a commercial, and it would appear that the only chick you can put it in is a
boy-looking French girl who's trying to go to USC for neuroscience, and some pasty
banker who just moved there from Texas who has eczema on her arms and only eats
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sushi, and when you see John C. Reilly on the street, all you can say is, "So, you're
waiting for valet, huh?" and then turn around and walk away, go directly to a bar
and drink until two in the morning, hoping to find somewhere open, only to find
taco trucks, a lonely television set and the remaining pineapple-scented cocaine and
your roommates' three Bud Lights from that morning, and all you want to do is run,
get the hell out of there, but know that if you did, everyone back in Chicago would
know you for the fraud you were, and they would immediately confirm their suspicions that you weren't meant for greatness, but were instead meant for something
much more menial, trite, ordinary, and your ordinary would be worse than theirs
because their ordinary started five years ago when they graduated from college on
time, while you were going to Clown College, "studying" improv, paying someone
to tell you that you were funny, and you sit there and sip that beer, finish your pineapple-scented cocaine and wallow into obscurity as the hours cloud by, and all you
can do about it is hope, and that is in short supply lately, because your skin is getting
worse, and even the Mexicans in the Laundromat are noticing, or maybe they're
noticing something else-the fear in your eyes, possibly, the fraud in your scent,
the suitcase in your trunk-they can tell. They're the only ones who stay, and after
you read a Los Angeles Times article that says 100,000 people move into LA every
month, while at the same time 100,000 people move out, you swallow that beer a
little harder and think, "Something's going to happen, something has to happen,"
because this is too easy. Every day seems the same, each beer goes down better than
the last, and the cocaine is getting cheaper the more of it you buy, and something bad
is going to happen, someone is going to get hurt, and all you can do is drink that beer
a little faster and hope it isn't you.
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Shame
Lasheilah Flowers

"You HEAR HIM WHAT HE SAID?" LINDA SAYS, GRIPPING THE CHICAGO DEFENDER
in her hands angrily. Her face flushes an angry red that is darker than the cherry pink
of her dress, which is accentuated by the off-white of her jumper.
Linda wears things straight from those JCPenney catalogues. She always wears
the kind of threads meant for the movie stars. Linda has to be the hippest gal my
brother ever dated. I wish I could afford to look like she does, but I don't have a
white daddy like her. The dresses I wear are all hand-me-down from my Aunt Loretta. I'm sure I always made a face when she gave them to me because she would
always scowl and chastise me, telling me there were worse things than having to
accept clothes already worn a few times over. She called me ungrateful and ever since
I never made any kind of face when I was given things.
Linda continues, "'I like niggers,' he says, 'in their place, of course.' Yeah, we see
just how much he like us now, don't we, Odetta? What you think?" Linda twists in
the front seat so she's facing me and shoves the black-and-white picture of Emmett
Till in my face.
I pull back and wince, trying to bury myself in the backseat cushions of my
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brother Charlie's Cadillac. It's not a pretty picture, and she's not the only one who's
tried to push it my way. It's the talk of the neighborhood. "Yeah, I see alright, Belinda," I say.
Linda scoffs and pops a cigarette in her mouth. When she lights it, the smell of
burning ash drifts through the car. Charlie is instantly displeased. "Gal, you sho' is
somethin', bein' brave enough to light anything in my chariot," he grumbles as he
shrugs his shoulders under his gray flannel jacket.
Linda wears a laughing smile. "Baby, you ain't lyin'," she replies. She turns her
attention back to her cigarette. "Like 'em," she mouths disbelievingly. She inhales
slowly and darts her eyes down to her lap and over the article again. She scoffs and
says, "Then that white man got the nerve to go on sayin', 'But I just decided it was
time a few people got put on notice. As long as I live and can do anything about it,
niggers ain't gonna vote where I live ... They ain't gonna go to school with my kids.
And when a nigger even gets close to mentioning sex with a white woman, he's tired
of living.' Child, I oughta find me a stick and show him what good-"
"Don't you start talkin' that way now, Belinda," Charlie warns. "You ain't even
dark enough to call yourself a nigger and you ain't even got the jets to know the
hard life of one," he says. "Why, you as milk white as a white woman," he points out,
keeping his eyes steadily on the dark road before us.
My brother and Linda always seem to like to argue with each other. A part of
me wonders if that's what being in a relationship is all about. You find someone you
like to argue with.
Linda glares and blows smoke in his face. "It that what it is, Big Daddy?" she
purrs and slides closer to him, wrapping long and delicate arms around his neck.
"That why you put up with me then, Mr. Dark Man? 'Cause I'm the closest thing
you ever gone get to one of them white women?"
"You talkin' nonsense, Belinda," Charlie huffs, tilting his head away from hers.
"Well, that's the word from the bird, ain't it?" she persists, turning her head
away for a moment to take another puff of her cigarette. She exhales and says, "Dig
it, baby. That's all you young black boys think about when you all alone, right? It
sho' ain't me on ya mind when your hand get to wanderin' in the dead of the night."
"Why don't you hush," Charlie snaps. "Watch what you say too. You only sixteen and you barely a woman."
Linda throws back her head and laughs. "That stick you poke me with says different," she purrs.
Charlie frowns. "Maybe that hair-do of yours is messin' with your mind. Them
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curls lookin' a little too tight."
Linda shrinks back and uses her free hand to pat down the sides of her hair. "It's
called a bobby-pin curl, baby, and this here 'do is one of the greats." She rolls down
her window and flicks the ash outside. "You awfully quiet back there, Odetta."
"Leave my baby sister alone. She just thirteen. Don't need you influencin' her
any kind of way," Charlie says, glancing at me curiously through the rearview mirror.
"You alright, girl?"
I nod. I don't have much I want to say.
Linda snorts and inhale/exhales some smoke. "That girl always been alright,"
she huffs. She perks up again. "But I'm bein' serious now. Ain't y'all mad at all about
what them white men did to the po' boy? What you think, Odetta?"
Charlie sighs and knuckles the steering wheel. "Don't bother her with this. Chocolate is chocolate, Belinda. What should they care if they step on a candy bar out on
the sidewalk? That's all we is to them anyway. Jus' a dark stain under they shoe. We
ain't never been nothin' more than that," he says.
Linda just hums thoughtfully to herself and twists the knobs on Charlie's radio.
"You sure we ain't lost?" she asks.
"Just mind your own," Charlie grumbles. "I know where we goin'."
"Des Plaines is awfully far to go for a MacDoodles or whatever it's called," Linda complains, flicking her cigarette out the window.
Charlie sighs. "It's called McDonalds, Belinda, and my friend Buddy swears that
it's worth the trip."
"Everyday (I Got the Blues)" starts playing on the radio and Linda is so distracted that she leaves it.
"Buddy don't know nothin' but how to talk out the side of his mouth," Linda
says, fishing for another cigarette. "And this McDuds-"
Charlie corrects, "McDonalds."
"-whatever, sounds like nothin' but a wet rag," she says, blowing out smoke
slowly. "Couldn't possibly last. It's just another ... are you listenin' to me?"
Charlie just grunts.
Linda crosses her arms. "Well, what you think about all this, Odetta? "
My fingers are pressed to a smile I'm trying to hide from their exchange. I open
my mouth to say as much but something happens.
A wash of red lights floods the car and Charlie hisses, punching his hand against
the dashboard.
" Goddamn," Linda breathes and throws the cigarette out the open window to
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glance behind us. "Oh, tell me you wasn't <loin' nothin' now, Charlie. What you done
to attract the heat?"
Charlie's shoulders are stiff when he says, "Nothin', Belinda." He pulls over to
the side of the road and puts the car in park.
I fiddle with the hem of my dress nervously.
Linda mumbles and fiddles with her hair before straightening out and staring
forward.
"Y'all don't say nothin' he don't ask of you. Just sit and smile pretty. Maybe he'll
think we just a bunch of smilin' niggas," Charlie huffs.
The radio is off now. We are all silent. The dead of the night catches us and
drowns the car with a symphony of sounds. I glance out the window, but I can't see
anything but fields and fields of cornstalks.
Charlie breathes slowly, but I can hear him whispering to himself. Sometimes it
sounds like a prayer, and sometimes it sounds angry.
Linda is steadily primping herself. I don't know what good she thinks it will do.
It's a few minutes before the officer walks up on the car with a flashlight. He
shines the light in the backseat where I am, then at Linda, very slowly and carefully,
and then finally in my brother's face.
The officer's face is hard with something angry and unforgiving. The handlebar
mustache over his top lip twitches with a sneer. "You was goin' awfully fast there,
boy," he finally says.
Charlie doesn't look him in the eyes. "No sir, I'm sure I wasn't," he replies.
Charlie is quiet.
Linda fidgets in her seat.
I hold my breath. I'm all too aware of my own heartbeat. I don't understand why
I should feel fear, but I know no good ever comes when colored people cross words
with the whites.
"Where you all think you're headed to anyway?" the officer questions, shining
the light back and forth from face to face, waiting for an answer. "You all awfully
quiet now," he says, lips curling into something ugly. He points the light at my brother again. "What about you, boy? You was eager to speak your mind a minute ago.
Where that tongue disappear to?" he probes.
Charlie clenches his jaw.
The officer hums thoughtfully before shining the light towards Linda. "You a
real pretty gal. I swear I didn't know whether or not you was a nigger. Still not sure
but ... ," he pauses, giving Linda an assessing look. "Well, I'm gone need a better
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look. Step out," he says.
Linda sits still for a moment.
"Belinda ... ," Charlie starts.
"It's okay, Charlie," she mutters. "Better me than Odetta," she whispers. She
slides towards the door and pops it open so that she can step out into the warm
spring air. The door slams back, making the car shake slightly.
The officer leads Linda to his car by the grip he has on her elbow. My hands twist
into tight, nervous fists as I watch Linda and the officer disappear behind the white
light that shines our way from the police car. I squint my eyes but it's hopeless. With
a defeated sigh, I face forward again.
Charlie isn't moving, isn't speaking.
I swallow and whisper, "Charlie?"
Charlie doesn't turn his head when he speaks. He just says, "Be quiet, Odetta.
Don't you say nothin'. You can't understand. Can't understand."
I frown, mostly because he's right. I don't understand, that's why I want to ask.
"But what he-"
Charlie punches the dashboard angrily and the sound startles me to silence.
It's minutes, maybe hours, before Linda returns to the car. She looks shaken
and disheveled. Her beautiful cherry pink dress is torn all up the collar and her eggshell-colored sweater is gone. Her tight curls look like a nest of black copper, and
her face is caked with makeup. She looks defeated. Her hands shake as she shoves
another cigarette in her bruised mouth and struggles to stop the trembling of her
fingers long enough to light it.
Linda breathes in slowly like a drawn-out gasp, holds and exhales with a quiet
sigh.
Charlie says not one word.
Linda glances at him, and for a moment regains that confident cool she always
wears as she says, "Go on, now, Charlie. Go on."
Charlie wordles ly starts the car, but he doesn't drive right away. He just sits
there like he's not sure of what to do next.
"Go on," Linda murmurs around her cigarette.
Charlie drives and Linda smokes.
She uses her free hand to mess with the radio. She tunes it to the American
Dance Theater. She doesn't turn towards me as she lights another cigarette. "You
never told me what you thought, Miss Odetta," she says. "I'm still waitin' on that
opinion of yours. A girl gotta know what she thinks, you know?"
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I look at her and then at Charlie. They have something on their faces that I can't
even begin to understand. It's a complex look of shared anguish. A shared anguish
that has been reluctantly accepted. The quiet stillness probes at my mind in a way I
can't explain, and I feel sad without really knowing why.
I lower my gaze down again. "It's all a shame," I whisper, sounding as young as
I feel. "A goddamn shame."
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The New Year
Virginia Ida Baker

DANIEL'S APARTMENT WAS A MOSTLY EMPTY LOFT, ALWAYS EMPTY, LONGINGLY

empty, ever since I knew him. Up three flights of wooden stairs that moaned like
a punctured balloon with each foot fall, I would climb up to Daniel and find him
curled up on the wrinkled, gray-leather couch. His eyes would be focused on the TV
screen, bubbling with images, maybe of an old western or an infomercial for a new
mop or the newest drama he had immersed himself in, just so he'd have someone or
something to care about. He would nod at me as I entered, slipping in through the
front door that closed with a sigh. I'd fold myself into the couch next to him, extending my legs, draping my feet on the coffee table resting upon a dark blue fringe
rug, the only thing covering the stained-wooden floorboards. There were still traces
of hair left over from Mitzie, Sarah's dog. Small white hairs trapped in the fabric, an
everpresent reminder of her, of what had happened, of what she did. I wondered if
Daniel still saw them there or if, by now, he'd learned to ignore them.
The TV was staged on an orange milk crate propped before the windows. He
told me that he used to have a TV table. And a bookshelf, and other various pieces
of furniture. But then Sarah left. She didn't take the furniture with her, but Daniel
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disposed of it anyway. Put it all out in the alleyway next to the Dumpster so the
hoarders could pile the unwanted things into the back of their pickup trucks, strapping it all down with bungee cords before driving away. He claimed her smell was
stuck to the surfaces and he didn't want to smell her anymore.
It had only been a week since I'd last climbed up those stairs, but it felt longer.
Daniel greeted me at the door, opening it up as soon as I reached the top landing,
which felt strange. He never did that. His thin lips twisted up at the edges, creating
crescent moons of his cheeks. When he wrapped me in his arms I smelled smoke on
his skin, a trace of ashes left over from nights before.
"It's good to see you," he said. His eyes looked like candle wax. It had only been
a week, but he was right. It was good to see him. It was good to be back. Home.
"I forgot how cold this city is," I said, rubbing my hands together, coaxing my
blood to start circulating, to get the redness back into my fingertips.
"Isn't it just as cold back home?"
I scrunched up my nose at his use of the word home. Jersey wasn't my home, I
wanted to tell him. It was the place I grew up, the place I'd spent most of my time,
the place I'd left behind. But it wasn't home. At least not anymore.
Daniel walked across the loft, over to the kitchen in the back corner. He pulled
something down from the top of the refrigerator. I sat down on the couch and began
to peel off my coat and unzip my boots. "Yeah, I guess so," I told him, thinking of
the cold. "It's just the wind though. Without the wind this city really wouldn't be so
bad." I watched it blowing outside, coursing up Milwaukee Avenue, making the glass
panes shudder in their frames.
Daniel placed a bottle down on the coffee table before me. A bottle of Maker's
Mark. My favorite.
"Merry Christmas," he said. Daniel and I had shared what felt like hundreds of
bottles together. We polished off bottles until everything became blurry and fuzzy
and not so bad. Night after night for months now. It was what we did. Our friendship had sprouted from a puddle of brown whiskey.
But there was something about this bottle-the way it reflected distant streetlights, the way the red wax cried down the glass-and it made my teeth ache, made
me want to cry, to wrap my arms around him and hold him as close as I possibly
could, saying thank you thank you thank you, over and over, until the letters blended
together and I forgot what the words even meant.
"Aw, Daniel," I started, fighting back an air bubble that had wedged its way into
my throat. "I didn't get you anything." I hadn't even thought to get him anything.
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"C'mon, Annabelle. It's just a bottle of whiskey." He shrugged and I could tell
he was getting embarrassed. Daniel hated to admit he had any feelings, so I stopped
talking and reached out for the bottle, twisting off the lid and pouring the liquid into
two stray shot glasses scattered on the coffee table. I held one up for him.
"What's this one for?" he asked me.
"For friendship," I said, clinking my glass against his.
We drank down quickly, tag-teaming, switching back and forth, taking turns,
casting the shot glasses aside and drinking straight from the bottle. I studied as he
kicked back a shot, studied his shivering eyebrows, the way his lips twitched. The
level of intoxication stitched itself into our flesh. My cheeks grew numb. His grew
pink.
"To not having to wait long for the bus."
"To tricking yourself into thinking things are okay when they're not."
"To honesty."
"To being able to pay your rent on time."
Daniel and I were good at drinking whiskey. We weren't good at much else.
We couldn't get decent jobs, couldn't meet new people, couldn't get relationships
to work, couldn't afford furniture or food or thrift-store clothes, couldn't answer
those questions our moms would ask us over the phone, couldn't figure out what
we wanted to do with our lives, what we were really good at, or meant for. But we
could drink whiskey. Better than anyone I knew. Any brand-the cheapest, the most
expensive, the kind we bought at CVS and the kind we had to buy at the specialty
liquor store with that total asshole cashier who wore black, square-rimmed glasses
and always had his lips pursed pretentiously, as if he was thinking, "Really? You're
gonna buy that bottle?"
There was a collection of empty liquor bottles spanning the length of Daniel's
southern wall, stretching beneath the windowsill. It's not like he was trying to have
one of those frat-ho use liquor-bottle collections, he just never remembered to take
them all down to the recycling bin, and he felt guilty about tossing them down the
garbage chute. Even a mess like Daniel couldn't handle the guilt of throwing glass
into the garbage bin, where it would be tossed into a landfill somewhere, wasted.
After enough liquid had tumbled down and the gaps between us had closed, I announced, "Molly's coming to move in with me." An ambulance sped by on the street
outside, sounding off as though it was underwater, and the two of us were silent as
it passed.
"What? " he asked.
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"Molly's moving in with me."
"Your sister?"
"Yeah." I swallowed down another shot, flinching for one instant before wiping
my mouth with the back of my hand. "She's moving in with me." I repeated it again,
to make sure he could hear me, to make sure I had heard myself.
"When?"
"I'm not sure. In a few months." Just a few quick months and she would be here,
in this city, with me. And we would be two uprooted dandelion seeds, searching for
solid ground.
"So what's she like?" he asked me. I never told Daniel too much about my sister,
or my family in general. I think I might have showed him Molly's school picture at
one point, maybe mentioned a phone call once or twice. But I never said too much.
How do you describe your family, the people you know so well, to the people who've
never met them?
"She's great. She's sweet and smart. And beautiful." I looked out the window, as
if I could see my sister out there. "It's not fair, really. She's the better sister. She got all
the good genes. She's tall and slender, with nice long hair. It's not fair. She's the good
one."
Daniel didn't say anything. But I didn't expect him to say anything. Part of him
wasn't listening anyway. The synapses in his brain weren't connecting. I had molded
into the background. Maybe he had caught sight of a couple stray dog hairs on the
carpet and he was off, thinking of Sarah. His eyes had that new-moon look and he
was lost in a starless sky, too many empty breaths. Once he got lost thinking about
Sarah, I was gone on my own trail of memories, finding the people I convinced
myself I'd forgotten about, reliving heartbreaks I faked being cured from, claiming
I mended them when things were still tearing at the seams, and each thread was another excuse to move on. But I couldn't. And maybe I didn't really want to.
I started to see the days when Elijah and I would stretch out on his couch, the
couch left over from a previous tenant. That couch was familiar, like my grandfather's smoke-stained blazer, and I never felt like I had to put on any pretenses when I
was there. I always felt comfortable with Elijah, as if I fit right in with his potpourri
of mismatched furniture, as if the books on the bookshelf could just have easily been
mine, as if my toothbrush could fit in the holder right beside his.
We rushed into things. I could see that now. We got caught up in a whirlwind of
infatuation, in a daydream that never stopped blazing through us. We found treasures inside the other's skin, objects we had never been looking for in the first place.
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It was those Sunday afternoons I remembered most. Neither of us worked on

Sundays, so we had all day to get over our hangovers, to stay in bed, filtering in and
out of reality. I'd wake up around seven, once the sun sputtered through his broken
blinds, then again at nine, once Elijah shifted in his sleep. We rolled around after
waking, groaning dramatically, as if the real world was just too much to deal with.
I remembered one Sunday, in autumn: crisp air and changing leaves, a tangled
excitement pulsing through me. All I ever wanted to do was touch him, trace my
fingertips on his skin, grab him, bite him. But our clothes always stayed pasted on,
like stubborn banana peels. I figured that one day we would ripen and then our skin
would stick together. There was time for all of that, I told myself. Time to learn his
topography.
We were on his couch, on a Sunday in early November. He hadn't turned the
heat on yet. Something about saving money, about trying to make his skin thicker.
We were curled beneath a red plaid picnic blanket, looking at the other without
speaking. His eyes were puddles in my driveway, reflective pools I would splash
through on my way home.
"I want to take a train ride with you," he told me, winding his fingers in the
notches between mine. "We can go out to the coast and see the ocean. I've never seen
the ocean."
"Never?" It seemed ridiculous to me, the thought of never seeing the ocean, of
being land locked.
"Nope. Never."
"Well, you gotta see the ocean."
He nodded gravely and his eyebrows flattened above those blue puddles. "Will
you come with me?" Packed bags, loose limbs, groaning wheels on rusted railroad
track.
"Yes," I said. And it felt so official, felt like we had agreed on something big,
like we were leaving tomorrow, like the two of us would be freed from this city and
left to wander across the country. We'd stand on a sandy beach with a foaming sea
before us, tracing the line where the ocean met the sky.
Thinking of Elijah meant thinking about that day, that couch, that image of a
beach, our beach. Time and time again, the memory struck me like hail, taking nicks
from my skin, from my perception, and all I could do was ask why. Why, why, why?
Knowing that there never was a reason.
It swept through my mind like fog coming off the lake. One minute I was there
with Daniel and the next minute I was gone, off with Elijah, no longer seeing Daniel
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as he was, but as the boy I wanted him to be, the boy I had lost, the boy who had
been my empty canvas. Elijah had been the beginning, and Daniel was the end. Daniel was the apocalypse.
He leaned over and plucked the cardboard pack of cigarettes off the coffee table,
bringing it up to his mouth and wiggling one out between his lips without using his
fingers. "Want one?" He held it out to me and I rolled it between my thumb and
forefinger to feel the tobacco shift around inside the paper.
The radiator began to murmur in the corner, a pulsing heat that traveled lazily
through the contracted air molecules. The apartments above and below Daniel's
were empty. The only light glowing in the building came from this third story loft,
where Daniel and I sat.
He fidgeted with the window. The cold made the wood sticky, and Daniel started
to curse. I stood behind him, looking out at the city, the winking buildings standing
tall in the artificial light. Behind the flickering curtain of snow stretched an expanse
of people and minds and conversations. So much life existed out there.
But here, it was quiet.
The window snapped open and the cold poured in, splashing onto the hardwood. He clumsily stepped out onto the fire escape, banging his head on the window
frame. I wedged myself through the gap and out there with him.
"Goddamn it!" Daniel cursed. He stood facing the brick wall, trying to block
his exposure to the wind and create a calm area so he could light the two cigarettes
stuck between his lips. "You can never get a cigarette lit in this fucking city." His
mumbling was botched by the cigarettes hanging onto his lips.
There was a gaping hole in the fire escape where a ladder wound down to the
second story. I wobbled above the hole, shifting from one foot to the other. The wind
sank through my clothes and made me shiver.
"Here." Daniel handed me a cigarette.
"Thanks," I said, immediately sticking it between my lips. I wondered how many
cigarettes Daniel had given me since we became friends. I used to refuse them and
feel bad for stripping him of them, one at a time. But then I stopped apologizing.
Because it was Daniel. He didn't care. Or at least I never thought he did. And if he
did, I liked to think that my friendship made up for it. Or something like that.
The pool of whiskey inside my stomach was radiating and growing and sparking
through my veins, twisting inside of me like an electric current. Buildings in the background were blurry and I blinked at them a few times, but they looked like raindrops
on a windshield, as the wipers rocked back and forth, smearing them against the
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glass. Everything was out of focus.
I said, "The city looks so small from up here." Smoke twisted from my mouth,
the wind pulling it from me, so violently, so quickly, and my lips were so numb that
I could barely pinch them around the filter of the cigarette to get a decent drag.
Daniel nodded and let out a low, "Mm-hmmm." We stood beside each other, my
shoulder resting against his arm. I looked down through the iron grate to see taxis
cutting down the street, luminescent underneath the streetlights.
"What do you think would happen if this broke?" I asked him, studying the
holes eating through the aging iron. I wondered how many years this structure had
clung to the side of the building.
"We would fall."
I twisted my head to look up at him, but he was looking out across the city, past
the used furniture shop across the street, over the billboards. The flurries were getting plump and falling faster, creating a thick divide between the city and us.
"Would we die?" I pictured the iron grate peeling from the bricks, pulling away
from the building. Our bodies pretzeled on the ground below, creeks of warm, red
blood trickling out of us. It would be cold down there, lying on the asphalt. I could
feel it seeping in through our injuries.
"Probably," Daniel said.
"Instantly?"
"Maybe."
"I hope we would," I told him. "I hope it would be fast. I wouldn't want it to
take too long."
He nodded, and I knew he understood. I inched closer to him, wanting to slip
inside his coat, so he could keep me warm: numb fingers as I brought the cigarette to
my lips, realizing I didn't want it anymore, but I couldn't stop inhaling and exhaling.
"Sometimes I forget I can die," I said. "Or that I will die, one day. Sometimes I
think I'm gonna live forever, that this will last forever. And it makes me kinda sad." I
could feel his eyes shift and land on me, but I kept mine focused on the city, this city.
"I don't want to feel this way forever. Forever's too long."
"You won't feel this way forever," he said.
"How do you know?" I asked, growing angry for no reason, raw, wet emotions
bubbling inside of me. It was easy to get angry at Daniel, because getting angry at
him was like getting angry at myself and I knew it would be okay, somehow.
"Because these things pass. Because people can't feel this way forever." He nodded and twisted his lips up slightly, trying to pretend he believed in what he was
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saying. But they were just words scribbled on the subway walls, overused and meaningless. There wasn't any conviction left.
"You've been sad and brokenhearted ever since I met you. How would you
know?"
He scrunched his eyebrows together and dropped his head, peering at me with
sad eyes.
"I'm sorry." I leaned my head against his arm and sighed. "Daniel, I think we're
broken."
"Why?"
"Because I don't think we're supposed to feel like this. I don't think we're supposed to feel so shitty."
"Says who? Who says we're not supposed to feel shitty?" He moved from the
wall and stood in front of me, leaning back against the railing of the fire escape, only
a thin, iron railing keeping him from tumbling down. The grates seemed to shift and
wobble. What if we fell? What if we died?
"Everyone feels shitty most of the time. And anyone who says any different is a
fucking liar." There were shadows shading his face and crows circling around in his
eyes, letting out long cries. I wondered if that's what I looked like. I wondered if there
was a flock of crows circling around in my eyes.
"I'm tired of being sad," I said. A billow of wind shot down the street. My teeth
chattered. "And I'm tired of being cold."
"Well, get used to it."
I stuck my hands deep into my coat pocket. "You know, sometimes I hate you."
"Yeah, well, sometimes I hate you too."
Why were we even friends? Was it some default setting programmed into us?
Because we didn't really have anyone else in this city, so we clung to each other?
Because we needed someone to validate our existence?
"I'm scared, Daniel. I'm not doing anything with my life. I'm wasting all this
time. I don't have a plan. I don't have any goals." I felt like I was shrinking, like I
was getting smaller and smaller until maybe I would slip between the iron grates and
trickle down.
"Look, Annabelle." He sounded serious and I met his eyes through the white
flakes. "You're a good person, a really good person."
I chewed on my bottom lip. Daniel never complimented me like that. We never
admitted to liking each other. Fuck, we never admitted that we even wanted to be
around each other. We just were.
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"But I'm not even doing anything with my life."
"You're living! Isn't that something?" His eyebrows met above his nose, forming
a deep river on his forehead. "You're hundreds of miles from home, from everything
and everyone you've ever known and you're living. Isn't that something?" A light
flickered in his eyes, shimmering deep below the surface. "And look!" he said, throwing his hands out to his sides. "All of this is yours."
The city was stalled, holding its breath, counting the seconds between the thunder and the lightning. Behind the veil of snow, the city looked so timid and weary.
Daniel moved closer, stepping toward me, closing the gap that stretched between
us. Snow melted on my face as I met his eyes. His body grew taller and taller and his
hands went to my hips, grabbing them in his palms, wrapping his fingers around the
layers of clothes.
"Daniel?" My lips moved to speak, but the wind swept the words from my
mouth. And I could see it sketched on his face then, the way his eyes were bubbling
and slippery, like I imagined mine were. There was a hunger in the way his skin
stretched across his jawline, hunger that he'd been hiding. To want something. Anything, really. Just something he could call his own.
His lips were cold and soft, and they pressed against mine slowly at first, lingering at the borders, then forcing their way through, as if the barriers could be
broken down. And he didn't want me, he wanted someone. And I didn't want him, I
wanted something. But his lips were distracting and I'd forgotten what it was like to
be touched. His body pressed into mine and blocked the wind, shielded me, warmed
me. He pushed me into the wall, filled with cold bricks that stole the heat from my
skin and the air from my lungs. And the harder he pushed into me, the closer I pulled
him, to get the heat back.
His tongue traced the ridges on the roof of my mouth and I pictured the iron
grates tearing from the wall. If the fire escape cracked and tore at the seams, snapped
away from the building and fell to the street, would we stay suspended, pinned to the
wall?
We tumbled back through the window, snow falling in behind us, piling up in a
drift against the wall. H e struggled with the window again, cursing as the snow blew
in, piles and piles accumulating as I watched. The floor was crooked. This building
was constructed wrong. Half of it was sinking and we kept tripping over our feet as
he led me over to his bed that towered against the far wall of this empty space.
He peeled my clothes away roughly, tugging and yanking, as if the fabric would
tear like paper. His eyes were dark and overcast, and I wondered if he could see me, if
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he knew it was me. "Daniel," I wanted to tell him, "it's me. It's me." But my breathing
was stalled, and his lips were my lips and they wouldn't say what I wanted them to
say.
I watched his fingers wedge their way beneath the waistline of my jeans, and I
didn't stop him because I didn't want to, because I didn't know how to, because it
was something, and something was better than nothing.
It's me, Daniel. It's me.
He placed my body down on the bed before him. Skin still cold and wet. Peeling clothes like the layers of a tangerine. Stripping off the skin to get to the flesh
underneath. His frame grew bigger each moment, and I lost track of the boundaries
of his silhouette. It was silent. The city gasped. Buildings bent their heads down and
averted their eyes.
He hunched over me. Body stretched on top of mine. Propped up on his forearms. Cactus skin spread across his face. It scratched my skin as he kissed my neck
down to my collarbone.
And I thought about the first time it happened to me. Eighth grade. Young and
new. His name was Michael and I thought I liked him, thought he liked me. He said
he'd be nice, he'd take it slow. But he wasn't nice. I started crying and he got impatient. He asked if he should stop, but I shook my head. I was always bad at saying
no.
He finished. In the back of his pickup truck I squeezed my thighs together to
keep the blood inside. He pulled out a cigarette, wedged it between my lips, and lit
it. And I didn't hate him. Not the way I should have. Not the way everyone told me
I should have.
Daniel's tongue tasted like whiskey. Or maybe it was my tongue. Mashed together, wriggling and hard. Behind closed eyelids, I tried to imagine what he looked
like. Daniel was bigger. Bigger than Elijah. And still, I pretended that he was Elijah. I
closed my eyes and imagined Elijah, felt Elijah. Months later and I could still see every piece of him. Skin, teeth, hair, eyelashes. And I wondered if this is what it would
have felt like with Elijah, had we ever reached this point, had we ever ripened enough
to be so raw. Would Elijah have felt like this?
Daniel was too big. Rough skin. Hands like envelopes. I was a creased and wrinkled letter between the thin white paper. The inside of my skull felt like a washing
machine. I pulled his shirt off over his head and pressed my fingers into his back,
pulling him to me.
It's me, Daniel. It's m e.
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I was naked. He was naked. Skin like coal. Warm showers. No more hot water.
No more hot showers. I saw the gas bill crumpled up on the floor of my apartment.
I didn't know if I could pay it this month. What would I do when they shut off my
gas? Would I care? Would I freeze?
Daniel was inside of me. I didn't look at him. His eyes were slivers. He bit his
lower lip. He moved slowly, slipping into me, millimeter by millimeter. The bed was
a sinkhole and I couldn't move. I breathed through my nose. Daniel didn't breathe.
Stuck between my legs, inside of me. And I was always amazed at the fact that someone could be inside of me. The borders could be broken down, the Berlin wall would
fall and we'd be joined as one. One connected, flowing thing.
Daniel was inside of me but it wasn't fluid. He moved faster and faster. I opened
my eyes to find his closed eyelids. I watched the way his body twisted and moved,
rigid, concrete. Sweat gathered on his forehead and his body pushed deeper into
mine, squishing me into the mattress, and I thought that maybe I would sink, maybe
I would be swallowed by a riptide and brought out to sea.
It wasn't fucking. It wasn't making love. It wasn't even sex, really. It was just two
lonely people trying to find something they had lost.
But we couldn't find anything.
Daniel cried out quietly, a little plea that shivered through him and pulsed into
me. He stopped, hunched over me, hands digging into the mattress, lean body suspended on top of mine. He pulled out of me, shoulders rising and falling with each
heavy breath surging through him. He sat on the edge of the bed, looking out the
window before turning to face me, but I didn't want to look at him, so I got out of
bed and took refuge in the bathroom. Cold air on my unclothed skin; goosebumps
rose on my arms, my legs, my chest.
I sat on the toilet and let the pieces of Daniel drip out of me. And all I could think
about was Elijah. About how it would've felt with Elijah, how things could have
been. I sat there for a while, staring at the beige wall, trying to pretend I was somewhere else. The spinning inside my skull slowed a little bit. I flushed all the evidence
down the toilet and went to the sink to wash the look off my face.
Daniel was quiet when I slipped into bed beside him, his frame hidden beneath
the sheets, and I thought that maybe he was already sleeping, hoped he was already
sleeping. I listened to the wind against the windows, and noticed the way my arm
hair brushed against his sheets.
"Maybe we shouldn't do that." Daniel's voice bit through the darkness. "I don't
think we should do that again."
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I didn't say anything, didn't see a reason to say anything. I studied the shrinking
shadows dancing through the room, the way they reminded me of summers I spent
down at the beach when I was younger. That town with pastel-colored houses and
outdoor showers. And the ocean. The ocean. The bubbling ocean.
The shadows grew fuzzy and my eyes were hot. Wet cheeks before I could even
realize I was sad. "Are you okay?" Daniel asked me. But I didn't respond. He moved
closer and found my hand under the blanket.
"It'll be okay."
And I knew that it was his job to say that. I knew that, as my best friend, he had
to say that. And I knew that he had no idea whether or not it would be okay, and I
knew that it probably wouldn't be okay. But I wrapped my fingers around his and
believed him. Because it was Daniel.
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Octopus
Rene Cousineau

Ir's

NOT EVEN THE MOST DISGUSTING THING I'VE EVER SEEN IN MY LIFE. BELIEVE

me, I've seen more disgusting things. You probably have, too. But there's just something about it that makes me feel so sick. It makes me feel so sick that all I can do
is laugh at it and pretend it doesn't bother me. It's been around for over a year now,
well over a year, and I'm still just laughing at it and pretending it doesn't bother me.
People won't stop watching it. Somehow the thing is fucking famous. Every time
I go to a party, someone busts it out in an attempt to hilariously disgust everyone.
I've had boyfriends pull it up like they want to test my comfort thresholds, like I'm
more valuable if I can get through it without making them turn it off. And I don't
make them turn it off. I tell them I've seen worse and then quickly change the subject.
But the first time I watched it, it made me cry.
I'm willing to bet that in my lifetime thus far, I have watched at least three or
four times the amount of porn that you have. By the time I was twenty, I felt like I
had seen all of it.
I'd seen potty porn, inter-species porn, diaper porn, bondage porn, double penetration, triple penetration, geriatric porn, crush porn, stuff involving menstrual
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blood, fisting, double fisting, twins fisting each other, pregnant chicks, stuff involving
spit, vomit, blood, farting, drinking cum out of fish tanks, chocolate sauce in uncomfortable places, twenty-five-plus-guy gang bangs, rim jobs, blow jobs, hand jobs, foot
jobs, mother-daughter tag teaming, clown orgies, stuff involving insects, latex porn,
hentai porn, spanking porn, asphyxiation, straight bukake, gay bukake, lesbian
squirting bukake, glory holes ... oh the glorious holes, gaping so big you could lose
your car keys ... nipple clamps, pussy pumps, anal beads, penis probes, double-ended
dildos, triple-ended dildos, fourteen-inch dicks, dicks the size of my pinky finger, clits
the size of a bouncy ball, transvestite porn, anal cream pies, strap-ons bigger than
your forearm, ass-to-mouth threeways, cock worship, pussy worship, foot worship
... I've watched a guy dressed up as Stevie Nicks dressed up as a pirate shoot a load
onto his zebra-print high heels while sliding himself onto a butt plug the size of a
banzai tree.
And never, ever, had any of it ever made me cry. EVER. Some of the aforementioned depravities have even gotten me off.
But the bathroom in which this particular porno was shot ... it's so dirty and dingy that it made me cry. Nevermind the fact that it's a video of a dark-haired, naked
woman on all fours, birthing a dead octopus into an empty bathtub.
It's this hand-held scene with zero production value. You never see the woman's face because the guy is filming her from behind, breathing all heavy because it's
turning him on. How is that not funny? This woman is literally pushing these limp
tentacles out of her snatch and this guy is turned on. THIS is what turns him on!
And this is all it is. Just a woman with an octopus shoved up her twat. That's
it. After several minutes of pushing slowly, sucking it back in and letting it out, she
finally gives it one final squeeze and the octopus hits the bottom of the tub like someone dropped a raw steak on the floor. And this guy just keeps breathing. And it made
me cry.
I fucking cried. But not over that. Not over any of that. I cried because the walls
of this place are peeling, falling apart, caving in. The porcelain sink and toilet, they're
not even white anymore. They're the color of rotting teeth. The tile has been chipped
away from the floor in a few spots and in its place is just blackness. The tub is an odd
shape, dented somehow, like someone took a wrecking ball to it and then changed
their mind mid-swing. The whole place looks like a horror movie, or some kind of
twisted sex bunker.
This dark-haired woman agreed to put a dead octopus inside of her, and the fuck
who made this shit couldn't even spruce the place up first. And it's fucking sad.
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And most of the time while I'm sitting back, completely desensitized to it by now,
just laughing so hard like it's still funny, someone will nervously say something like,
"I can't believe this doesn't bother you," or, "I can't believe you think this is funny."
But I'm just bracing myself for the day that it gets turned on somewhere, and
people are gathered around looking at it in astonishment, and even though we
never see her face, someone will turn to me and say, "Hey, Jean, that girl looks just
like you."
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For the Hollow Bones
Kris Mackenzie

l

SPENT THE SUMMER FOLLOWING MY NINETEENTH BIRTHDAY COMPILING A LIST

of acceptable ways to kill myself.
Option 1. Hang yourself, only do it dressed as Spiderman.
Option 2. Hang yourself, only do it dressed in nothing but a Ronald Reagan
mask and a pair of in-line roller skates.
These are the first from an eventual three-page compilation. The most feasible
of my options always involved either hanging or pills. My parents, gentle Presbyterians, had never thought of owning a gun and at nineteen, Pennsylvania law allows
for only open-carry of a concealed firearm. Distributers can't actively sell to anyone
below the age of twenty-one and anyways, there was always something about a joke
whose punch line ends with you shooting yourself in the head that seemed in especially poor taste.
It wasn't a quick or impassioned process. I'd been home since May, and by July
had only written about a page and a quarter. Things became less and less about specific plans of action, more about the setup for the people who found the body:
Option 2 7. Kill yourself, but do it in a room full of kittens in tiny boots.
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Option 34. Before you die, write fart jokes all over yourself in magic marker.
And a red annotation scribbled in the margin, underlined and circled: People love
fart jokes.
By August, I had stopped coming up with new possibilities altogether. I quit the
job I had been working since May, I helped my mom prepare for the encroaching
semester and my return to Chicago and college in the fall, and I spent the rest of my
newly acquired free time either watching Lifetime reruns of The Golden Girls or
halfheartedly masturbating, even though all of it seemed, somehow, substantially less
productive than making lists.
It had been a long summer.
I'm a firm believer that most things in life are excusable if they go out on a
big enough laugh. That's why I liked making lists. I couldn't stand the thought of
my parents knowing I had thought about killing myself. I couldn't really stand the
thought of anybody else knowing about it either. Being depressed always felt just a
little too much like feeling ungrateful.
It was like I was competing for the right to be sad. Like sadness was some limited, transient thing with only so much of itself to go around. I don't know who,
exactly, I was competing with, but I did know that wanting to kill yourself when you
get along with everybody you know and live in a two-story that your parents pay
for was going to lose out when compared to just about any other real problem. If I
couldn't be the girl who got her sadness validated, I could at least be the one who
was in on how pathetic she was, and if I was going to be useless and self-pitying one
way or the other, the least I could do was try and make it worth everybody else's
time.
A man walks into a bar because his wife just died.
That's terrible.
A horse walks into a bar.
Bartender asks, "Why the long face?"
The horse says,
"My wife just died."
Objectively, I had no reason to be sad. We lived in a comfortably old residential
neighborhood, tucked away from the rust-gutted stretch of downtown New Castle
and closer to the county border, where everything melted into acres of privately
owned woodlands and hills. Riding your bike through the neighborhood was like
watching a parade of sad women in increasingly outdated prom dresses. Short chain-

68

Hair Trigger 36

link fences, friendly with plant overgrowth, boxed in gap-toothed brick walkways.
Front porches dripped with carved wooden overhangs. Carefully planted trees overshadowed where the wind had taken off shingles or stripped the fiberglass sidings
free of their color wash. Decorative storm-shutters sat, parenthetical around boxy,
pane-less windows. After the sun went down, they swelled with yellow light and
framed the living rooms behind their glass like corners out of an enormous dollhouse.
It wasn't exactly the kind of suburbia that inherently lent itself to struggle. Ours
wasn't even the worst-off house on the block. For most of my developmental years,
the neighbors across the street from us had been involved in a very nasty and very
audible divorce and in their final months, took to 3 a.m. rounds of debating settlement logistics in the shared street at the foot of our driveway. Every night, my mom
would turn down my blankets, my daddy would kiss my forehead, and I would fall
asleep to the sound of other people's parents fighting through my bedroom walls.
We weren't the family in the neighborhood with the son selling borrowed Vicodin to
middle schoolers or the daughter stuck on house arrest for a third DUI.
I wasn't sad.
I had no reason to be, despite what my mother insisted to the contrary. According to Pam Mackenzie, I was very, very sad. As the baby in a family of four and the
child who had chosen to go to college four hundred miles away from home, I had
earned my mother's sympathy at the cost of her already thinning nerves. The first
year of empty nesting had sharpened the lines on her eyes and stripped the last of
color from her hair so that by the time I came home for the summer, her face was
deep grooved and set in a soft tangle of gray. We would sit, tucked together in the
shade of the porch swing, and she would look at me through our shared blue eyes
and the worn-in lines you get on either side of the bridge of your nose if you spend
too much time crinkling your eyebrows together. My mother was an eyebrow crinkle
kind of person.
"I'm sorry you have to spend all summer home with us," she'd say, kicking a
foot against the cement of the porch floor so that we'd rock together, back and forth,
back and forth, and watch the neighbor's little boy loop circles around the street
on his bicycle. His legs strained against the pedals, pulsing with muscle, ass canted
forward and up off the seat. She'd pause and lift a hand to brush through a messy
chunk of my recently bleached hair. "I know you must be sad to leave Chicago."
"I'm not sad," I'd say. I wasn't sad.
"I know New Castle isn't very exciting."
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"I'm not sad." I wasn't sad.
She'd sigh and purse her lips together and run my curls through her hands again,
"But only four months and then you'll be back before you know it."
"I'm not-"
"Oh Lord, Krissie. What have you done to your hair?"
I wasn't sad.
Depression is a funny thing, if that's what you insist it's supposed to be. That's
the difference between being depressed and sadness: your ability to insist that depression is one thing over another. Sadness implies feelings that stem from some
specific reason. You're sad because something has happened to you-someone has
treated you badly, you backed out of your driveway and over the cat, you remembered the dog from Air Bud is dead and that everyone you love isn't too far behind.
It's an expected effect from a reasonable cause.
Depression is sadness that you've done nothing to earn. Unhappiness still leeches
into your bones and leaves you musty and aching, but because you know, objectively,
that you have nothing in your life that warrants sadness, instead of being okay with
the feelings, you feel guilty. You feel guilty because you're sad for no reason. Feeling
guilty makes you unhappy.
Rinse. Repeat. Play it again, Sam.
Senior year of high school, when they passed around slips of paper and asked
us to fill out our post-graduation plans so they could publish the blurbs in our commencement programs, mine had been one in a class-wide sea of: "Go to college. Get
the hell out of Dodge." One, if not the only slip, that would really make good on its
promise. Where no one else in our graduating class would be going to school more
than an hour and a half away from home, I was making a nine-hour trek nearly
halfway across the country to a city I had only been to once, for a weekend orientation. Chicago was someplace vague but important sounding. It would have mattered
roughly the same if I were going specifically to become a prostitute, as it would have
that I was going specifically to be a writing major. People from my town may have
gone places vague, but rarely anywhere important sounding.
We had moved to New Castle from Flint, Michigan, when I was nine, shucking
one dead rust-belt town for another. Flint had been ugly and mill raped in the shadow of the auto industry. In its most industrial areas, New Castle wasn't much better,
but it at least had the benefit of being settled in a valley so that some of Pennsylvania's natural hillscape blocked out the worst of the clutter. It had been a boomtown,
in its day, but the steel industry collapse had gutted most of the useful work in the
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area and left the main drag of downtown in a state of perpetual disrepair. It survived
now, primarily on a leftover reputation as the fireworks capitol of America and a
booming heroin trade.
It was the kind of town that people were always too tired to leave. Everyone but
our family was related, at least vaguely, by the same inky eyes and shade of cinnamon
skin, hand-made in Italy two generations ago. We were one of the wealthier counties
in the area, because of all heroin mostly, but we were also sleepy and cautious. New
Castle breathed through generations of people with its hands cupped around its
mouth, softly, without losing anyone, and even though everyone had enough money
to leave, nobody had a good reason.
"I hate the suburbs. They're so soulless."
I remember being seventeen years old in the passenger seat of the green Chevy
Malibu my sister and I shared joint custody of. She was driving. It was May and we
were caught in a knot of rush hour traffic on I-79, somewhere at the edge of where
the traffic-clotted veins of Pittsburgh's bridged highway system start to bleed back
into mill town and woodland. We were coming back from a weekend spent sleeping
on the floors of respective friends' living rooms. Her, an ex-college roommate. Me, a
house warming for my friend Becky, her watery-eyed girlfriend, and the brand new
apartment they would lose to back payments in less than three months. Outside the
car, rain beat down steadily and beneath the thin cotton lip of my sundress; my legs
were cold.
I remember it specifically as the first time in my life that I felt genuine indignation on behalf of a neighborhood that couldn't defend itself, which didn't make a
whole lot of sense at the time because we had both, the same as everyone else we
knew, always taken New Castle as the thing you left behind if you intended to grow
into a person who mattered. But Kaitlin, of course, didn't mean "The Suburbs," not
really. She said "The Suburbs" but four years my senior and only just graduated
from college, Kaitlin said a lot of things she didn't really mean. After graduation, she
had spent the past month and a half trapped home with us, and the sudden lack of
freedom had made her snippy and cruel. She frowned and used a hand to brush her
bangs back off her forehead.
What she really meant were the streets where Mom, hands white knuckled
against the passenger side door, had taught us to drive, the church we didn't go to
anymore, the school I would be graduating from in less than a week, valedictorian
in a class of under ninety. What she really meant was "New Castle," only now the
ownership was in the singular.
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"Don't you think soulless is a little strong of a word-"
"Well, what would you call it?" I watched her sit up and lean her chest into the
steering wheel a little bit more, stretching her back till her shoulder blades kissed,
which was dangerous because she was tall and it was wasn't a very big car. If she sat
up too straight, the top of her head rubbed neatly against the felt-covered metal of
the ceiling.
"I don't know," I said. I'd never been good at arguing with Kaitlin. I always got
way more upset than she ever did about anything and she knew too many syllables.
"I just think that saying something is soulless is-I mean what does that say about
Mom and Daddy-"
"I'm not saying anything about Mom and Dad-"
"Then what, exactly, are you saying?"
She leaned back, turned in her seat to glare at me, but the traffic crept forward
and the Subaru behind us blared its horn. She turned to the road and snapped her
mouth shut.
I looked at the rain droplets tracking down the windows in tiny, shared paths,
blurring the line of trees outside and distorting the glowing pairs of mid-day headlights, staggered all around us. I looked at the hands folded neatly in my lap. Becky
had offered to paint my nails for me and I didn't have the heart to say no, but she'd
never been very good at it and had gotten more polish on the edges of my fingers
than there was anywhere else.
Finally Kaitlin broke the silence, "I don't mean that Mom and Dad are bad
parents for letting us live in New Castle or anything." She glanced at me from the
corner of her eye. "I just don't know that the suburbs are exactly healthy places to
live. People aren't meant to be that isolated all the time. It's so clinical. It's-" she
fumbled. "Selfish."
I didn't think being selfish from the privacy of your own backyard was so much
different than being selfish, from the privacy of a shared tenant building, but it had
started to rain harder and didn't really have a genuine reason to think it was worth
arguing. I folded my bottom lip in between my teeth instead.
Four months later, my parents drove me to Chicago and left me there.
I grew my hair out and started wearing it blond. When I came home, I only wore
the tight clothes that I'd bought downtown, the short dresses and fire-truck lipstick,
so that when I ran into somebody that I'd graduated with, in line at our only movie
theatre or out at the gas station behind Giant Eagle, I would be able to validate both
of our expectations. I would flip my hair to the side and ruffle a manicured hand
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through it. I would smile the kind of smile I used to win over sad-eyed city boys
at crowded house shows, and I would try not to be too horribly offended at their
outright disbelief when they realized that I had seemingly done the impossible and
become someone worth being interested in.
But Depression is a funny thing.
I had expected, more or less, the same way that everyone else in New Castle
expected, that leaving behind the town would mean leaving behind that vague undeserved unhappiness that saturated everything I associated with it. I would peel out of
it once I got to the city because I had earned that much, at least. I lived in Chicago.
I would live in Chicago for the rest of my life, probably, because that's the kind of
thing you did when you were better than everyone you went to high school with.
That was the kind of thing that earned you happiness.
But I came back home after finishing my freshman year of college depressed. I
wasn't sad. I had a lot of reasons to marathon Lifetime. Still not so many to be sad.
Worried that my brain would atrophy if I didn't do something with myself besides show myself off at gas stations, my daddy found me a job with a company that
worked post-construction cleaning in the areas of half-finished urban development
seeping out from around the greater Pittsburgh area. Our job was to go into the
subdivisions that sprung up, seemingly overnight, the lonely bastard houses that had
been built by their developers before the area had been sold to an actual family, and
then gut the dirt and sawdust from inside.
Construction crews leave the inside of houses trash soaked. Plastic, used nails,
crumpled cigarette butts. Everything's covered with a freshly shed skin of sawdust.
It sticks to the tops of windows, paints countertops, piles inside of the cabinets. It
hangs on, up and down the lengths of doors, down walls with shadowboxes curving
out from their flanks, into the wall moldings and pasted over the floors. Across the
carpets, tiny fibers curl like pill bugs, spread from where they've frayed from the
seams of the room during installation. Linoleum floors are pockmarked with clumps
of stucco, sometimes plaster or caulking or somebody's wad of week-old gum. Hardwood floors are dust-slicked and filthy, a mine of nails and pebbled glass.
We'd start with the windows. A newborn house is dank and bleary eyed, its
windows glossed with thick plastic sheeting to keep the dirt and guts released during
construction from streaking the new glass. We'd peel the dirt-film off each window
and watch the house blink in the sunlight. Room by room, eye by eye. Crack the windows open and swell the house with fresh air. Move into bathrooms and polish the
mirrors, the glass of the showers. Drop into a crawl and scrub the dirt from the tub.
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Suck up the pill bugs and gut the dust from the fireplace. Balance our heels on
the edges of the kitchen counter and wipe the cabinets down from top to bottom.
The shelves, the handles, the counters, the stovetop, then polish the sink until everything gleamed. We'd rub down and scrub off every layer of powder-dry afterbirth
until the only remaining dust was the pool that'd been steadily collecting in the bottom of our lungs.Then we'd sweep our way up steps and over floors, mop our way
out of every room. Out through the kitchen to the front hallway or to the garage so
that our last image was of everything spotless and glistening, smiling prettily at us
through wood-polished floors. Remember to lock the door on your way out.
I spent the summer scrubbing windows for sixty hours a week, peeling cigarette
butts out of new carpeting, and driving the hills of Western Pennsylvania, pockmarked with mill towns and abandoned smoke stacks, in a work van held together by duct tape and very sincere prayer. At night, I went home and rode my bike
through the neighborhood. I made lists.
"Chicago," Becky said dreamily. She had moved from her apartment in Pittsburgh and onto a mattress in the living room of her girlfriend's parents' house some
six months earlier. Somehow, I had been home for a week and gotten her the job that
she'd been looking for, for six months, well before I'd even thought of coming home
for the summer. Out of the two of us, Becky was the one who had half a prayer of
validating any kind of complaint about the state of things in her life. "It must be so
nice."
Because the novelty was never going to wear off, the soft-faced woman who
hired us would introduce me separately from the rest of the crew.
"And this is Kris, isn't she pretty? She goes to school. In Chicago," and I would
display myself with the same kind of self-assured importance that being blond and
curvy and from somewhere far and away had always promised.
Heartland offered its customers a choice between fifty-four basic housing models. At 4476 sq ft at upwards of $510 thousand dollars, "The Ashford" was the largest standard home. "The Chesapeake," at 1288 sq ft was the smallest. The Franklin,
the Augusta, the Berkley, the Camden. Every model was at least two stories, no fewer
than three bedrooms, no more than five. If you had bought your home pre-construction and put a little extra money into it, you could have them paint all the walls a
different color. You could pick out a different shade of granite for your countertops
or have the floors carpeted in something other than beige. But the rate at which
Heartland sold homes was about a fourth of the rate at which they built them. The
Deerfield, the Devonshire, the Fairmont, the Jefferson. Out of thirty-four different
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developments, six were completely occupied. Most of the others stood at half capacity and, except for the flocks of daily work crews, the handful that had begun
construction the previous fall were completely empty.
Thirty-four different housing developments with eighty to ninety lots apiece
means 3,060 potential houses. Divide that by the fifty-four body-types and your
home has at least fifty-six structural twins.
But speaking realistically, most developments were planned with twelve complementary houses in mind, which could bump that number a lot higher depending on
the popularity of the model. Some of the brick face was "Desert-Rose" instead of
"Dusty Sunset," some sidings blue or red instead of brown or white, but leave them
alone long enough and all empty houses bleed together after a while. The Oxford,
the Carrington, the Augusta, the Nantucket; a house is a house is a house is a house
until you shove a family inside it. Five different kinds of park homes, four different
kinds of townhomes; carriage houses, duplexes; the Washington, the Windsor, the
Virginian. Your bones are everybody else's bones until you cover them in meat and
hair.
We drove neighborhoods full of rows and rows of skeleton houses, waiting for
somebody to move in and give them a reason that they mattered. Just as many along
the streets already had families inside them, bundles of peonies lumped in the outside
flowerbeds. People lived in these houses and had lives and dogs tied up in the yards.
None of them had ever heard of me. No one cared that I lived out of state. In New
Castle, I could tell myself I was allowed to be sad because I had gotten out, to Chicago. In Chicago, I could tell myself I mattered because I had gotten out and away
from New Castle. But when I stopped anywhere in between, I wasn't really sure why
anybody mattered or anybody deserved anything, other than they insisted that they
did in the first place. The world is very big, but sometimes people choose to love you
anyway. Everything mattered if you told yourself enough times it had a reason to. It
helped, sometimes.
For my parents and sister, Pennsylvania had always been the place that we moved
to. But for me, it was where I learned to drive. Where I hit a bird with my car. Where
I wrote my ninth-grade research paper on To Kill a Mockingbird, and wrote book
reports and bad short story drafts. Where I watched snow falling from outside my
bedroom window when everybody else was asleep. Where I counted lightning bugs
and pinhead stars every night summer-swollen with darkness.
I was no less beautiful here than I had been anywhere. It was a quiet place in the
world that swallowed sadness from anyone willing to give it and if you thought you
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deserved something, even if you didn't, it wasn't going to argue.
"What do you do in Chicago?"
The incessant drone of the floor sweeper choked itself off for the first time in
nearly half an hour, and for a minute, the room went deaf. Then, slowly, the outside
sounds of construction began to filter back in through the open windows. The echo
of music from Candi's radio downstairs in the kitchen, mixed with the hollow whine
of a soil compactor backing up. Another work truck spun its wheels over the dirt.
Down the street, the lots hadn't been built past their frameworks yet and through the
hole I had cut in the dirt-film on the outside windows, I could see blotches of shirtless
workers climbing through the naked ribs of wood.
I pulled my arm back in through the window and glanced over my shoulder to
where Troy, lips quirked up and eyebrows raised sincerely, stood over the vacuum
with a foot planted on its cut-off pedal.
At thirty-eight, Troy Parish was the oldest member of the work crew aside from
Candi, our boss, or her daughter-in-law. He never swore. He never raised his voice.
There was something virginal about him that I would have deflowered in a heartbeat
if his wife, the mother of his newborn, hadn't gotten there first.
"What's that?"
"Chicago," he said again. He had the sweeper cord threaded through both hands
and one of his palms around its handle, keeping it upright. "Candi said you're a
student?"
"Oh. Yeah. I go to an art school downtown. I'm a writing major."
His face lit up. "Really? Like books and stuff? What do you write?"
"Porn, mostly."
His grin stretched a little wider, enough to show me the edges of his teeth, and
his cheeks colored violently. He tugged a little on the length of the vacuum cord.
"I'm serious," he said. I was serious too, but the bedroom's carpet, a charming beige
shag the color of fingernails, was only half vacuumed. That meant Troy had stopped
sweeping specifically to talk to me and across his chest a large, wash-faded cross,
stretched expectantly. Troy was the only man on the crew and rather than pay for
specially fitted shirts, Candi let him supplement his work uniform with a wardrobe
earned through a lifetime's worth of Bible Camp.
I turned around and leaned my back against the sun-heated glass of the window,
dropping my rag into the bucket at my feet.
"Books and stuff," I said. "Comics, mostly. I kinda got a thing for Spiderman."
"That must be nice. Being a writer."
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I shrugged and glanced down at my sneakers. Outside, one of the contractors
was pacing beneath the window with his phone to his ear, sniping nasally Pittsburgh
English into the receiver. Someone had started hammering in the houses down the
street and the knocking bounced emptily around the cul-de-sac.
Troy was looking past me, out and down the row of half-built houses. I studied
his hair, the lines rooted at the corners of his eyes, committing them to memory. I
watched the sunlight play across the bridge of his nose and his cheeks.
"What makes you ask?"
Slowly, his eyes moved away from the empty street and back onto my face. "No
reason." He twisted the length of vacuum cord between his fingers, nervously and
dropped it onto the carpet. When he pushed the vacuum overtop of it, lining up to
start the floor again, I tried hard to be disappointed. But then his eyes darted up to
catch mine, and dropped again, shyly.
"Are you okay, Kris?" he asked.
"Sure," I said. "Why?"
He shrugged a little, then dropped his head, blushing.
"I don't know. You just seem-sort of sad or something."
"I'm not sad." I wasn't sad.
Troy had the sweetest, softest voice. A voice that was used to speaking under
church sermons, and sometimes he just about killed me when he talked. "Are you
sure?"
"I'm not sad," I said. "I promise."
I went to work in the morning. I worked in the belly of a house somebody else
was going to grow up in. I came home and washed off a layer of dust and sweat that,
ostensibly, belonged to someone else. I made lists.
At night, I took the Chevy-it was mine now, officially. Kaitlin had abandoned
New Castle the summer before for Brooklyn and an apartment too small for her bed
and her cat-and I drove through the abandoned streets outside of our neighborhood. Once you got north, past the county line, the streetlights blinked cock-eyed
over roads that didn't belong to one jurisdiction or the other. Yellow porch lights
melted quickly into dark congregations of woods. Houses nested in between the
trees, distanced themselves with acres of land. Rabbits would dart the edges of the
road and lightning bugs, drugged with summer heat, rose and fell, sputtering faintly
in competition with my headlights. The summer had been hot and unusually dry, but
the sides and hood of the car ran sweat stained with early morning condensation and
with the windows down, goose flesh clung up along the sides of my bare arms.
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I passed houses and counted the skeleton bicycles left riderless in their darkened
front yards. I saw cats, perched silhouettes in the lit windowsills of neighbors I had
never talked to and knew I never would. A hundred different lives along twenty
miles of road. I would park the car in the middle of the empty road. Wait for when
I stopped feeling ridiculous and started feeling okay again. Sit with hands fisted
around the steering wheel, dignity gone out the open window while I sobbed uncontrollably over how happy I was to be alive.
Depression is a funny thing.
I live in a place of lonely streetlights and skeleton houses. Sunlight passes, translucent through the leaves hung outside my bedroom window. It stains the walls and
picture frames with glassy green and yellow light. Outside, the mechanical rattle of a
bicycle chain threads beneath children shouting, wood creaking as my mother nurses
the porch swing back and forth. Back and forth. It's absolutely the most perfect place
in the world to be alive. And I make lists about pills and knotted rope.
You take sadness with you. You carry it in the hollows of your bones. It keeps
you company when the air, sun heated and steadying, slips between the screen of
your windows and clacks their blinds around the glass. When the world echoes
quietly, and gives you everything you've ever wanted. When people tell you you're
pretty or you're lucky or you matter, sadness dulls the nod of your head and bleeds
into the sound of your agreement. These are the kinds of things you keep to yourself.
This isn't very much for perfection to cost.
But sometimes, when I think no one is listening, except maybe New Castle or
the neighbor's kids on their bikes, I lie down in a sun-heated yard and listen to the
sound of air settling around me, of tiny things moving through the grass and being
alive. Of my heart throwing itself against the inside of my ribcage. Of all these things
mattering because I've decided that they matter. Because even the girl who is lucky
enough to not really need them, is sometimes allowed small mercies. And just when
I feel the ache of how beautiful the world is, I think I'm maybe a little bit sad.
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The Whole Song
Kate Duva

AT A FACTORY IN BOSNIA NEAR A RIVER TOO POLLUTED TO FISH IN, BESIDE A

winding, dusty path through burrs and waist-high dandelions and singing crickets,
two city buses idled while passengers unloaded. There were so many women that
they had to wait in line to get into work. They were young women and middle-aged
women, some pretty, some plain, Muslims and Catholics, one in a rayon T-shirt silkscreened with chains of pearls, another in a sleeveless denim top with the message
Sport America Go, herding into the underwear factory. "See you later!" my husband
shouted from the window of his Volkswagen, and we watched his sister insert herself
in the line.
After we took Ruz.a to work, we went shopping for live chickens at the market,
in a dusty lot that stank of exhaust and smoke from roasting sheep. The sheep turned
slowly on spits, teeth biting their fat tongues, eyes lidless and shocked. I mulled over
pitchforks, leashes, motor oils, dusty shoes, a sea of old bras, and heaps of odd-colored bathing costumes-turquoise and mocha and burnt orange, sometimes all in
the same suit. A tiny child napped on a wool coat amid his parents' wares-cracked
dolls, mismatched china, old comics. "You wanna suck my dick," an older man said
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to a younger one as they spread pipes and gears, washers and screws and spools of
wire across a table.
I first traveled to Bosnia on a whim at the age of twenty-one. I met Stipo and
married him just a year later, in a severe Communist-era city hall where gypsy children waited outside to throw candies at brides and grooms. They kissed my hands
and begged for cash, ensuring lifelong luck if we were generous. I look intoxicated
with lust in my wedding photos, wearing glittery heels and an electric-blue halter
dress that was so thin it made undergarments unthinkable. My parents loved my
new husband, a man so gaga for me that he relapsed for a while to his childhood
stutter. I was gaga for him too. He had biceps that could have crushed me, and he'd
been trained as a mountain rescue worker. He farmed in his spare time, foraged for
mushrooms and herbs, and knew miles of forest like the back of his hand. I was gaga
for those green hills, voluptuous and alive, a storybook wilderness of the kind I had
never seen in America. I was gaga for all the family farms, the laundry hanging in the
sun, the mother pushing her small son down a country road in a wheelbarrow, the
old shepherd whose flock ran to him when he whistled, even the grungy sheep that I
saw shake off a little goat who was sucking on her teat. I was gaga for Bosnian television, for women wearing nothing but purple feathers and spike heels shimmying
to wild Turkish rhythms and sweet accordion melodies. Stipo and I watched those
shows together on our satellite dish in our apartment in Chicago, looking forward
to the summers when we would return to the Balkans.
The market in the center of Zenica spilled over with fruits and vegetables and
artisan cheeses, as well as some sexy threads that might have pleased those women
from the television shows. But we were at the other market, on the outskirts of town.
There were hardly any women there, and I was the only one without worry lines and
bulging muscles from hard work on the farm. I rubbed my small round belly with
constant pleasure. I was in my second trimester of pregnancy, and the hormones
were classic: I was misty, quick to cry, wont to wet my pants with laughter, complacent and content as if inside a psychic bubble of protection, insatiably hungry, insatiably horny, and already nesting like mad, making mental notes about the drawers
I'd clean out and the furniture I'd rearrange when I returned to America.
Stipo plunged his hand into the bag of chips I was crunching on, stuffed some
into his mouth, and put his hand on my belly. He beamed with pride as he rubbed
it. I watched him scan the market with his eyes, wondering why no one had any live
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animals for sale.
"You so cute," I told him in my primitive Bosnian. His eyes were wrinkled from
a long night of revelry with his cousins, and his dark buzz cut had grown out just
enough to reveal the cowlick in the back of his head. He wore a synthetic T-shirt
with a tribal tattoo design and a tiny message in English, Cavalli: That Real Fashion
For Men. But he was infused with a purposefulness here that he lacked in America.
He came alive in the Balkans.
A vendor arrived toting bunnies inside a cardboard box lined with leaves. His
face was a map of elegant wrinkles, and he wore a gray beret. He set the box down
and picked the squirming rabbits up by the ears, as if rearranging them.
"What happened, grandpa," Stipo said, "I'm looking for chickens and no one
has 'em. I went to America and all the animals disappeared?" The old man opened
his mouth and let forth a slurring, tuneful story in some dying dialect too distant
from modern Serbo-Croatian for me to understand.
"He says it's because of bruceloza," Stipo explained. "A nasty, skin-eating worm
that spread fast last year. People are more careful about the livestock they buy now."
He stroked my hand. "Oh well. You hungry, my honey?"
"I always hungry," I said.
"Well, let's go to Aunt Ivka's house. She loves to feed you, and if anyone has any
spare chickens in this valley, she'll know about it."
Aunt Ivka lived in a small, dim, scrupulously clean house with an oriental rug
on the cement floor. On the television, a man crooned on a stage of glittering stars
while bare-legged women wearing leotards and bow ties swayed behind him. Ivka
presented me with a pile of glistening white cheese cut into cubes. "Is it pasteurized?"
I asked. I had been warned in my pregnancy books of the rare but serious danger of
ingesting rogue bacteria.
"Nah!" she said. "But don't worry. I know the cow. She's a good cow."
I chewed on the salty, slippery chunks of cheese, their home-cultured flavor contrasting with the synthetic tang of a soda made with mineral water and orange syrup.
"Stipo, you motherfucker, it's so good to have you around," she said. "I know
you're in love with Amerika now, but you should get your ass to Bosnia more often!"
If taboos against swearing exist in Bosnia, I didn't encounter them on my travels.
I heard three-year-olds curse in front of their parents. I heard grandmothers croon
obscenities to their grandchildren, give them a light whack on the butt, and chase it
all with a kiss on the head. Perhaps, I thought, it was a way of expressing passion.
"Ahh, fuck my dick, it's not all so great in Amerika as it seems on TV," Stipo told
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his aunt as she fluffed a blanket on her couch, scurried about collecting pillows, and
insisted that I lie with my feet up on the mound that she had created. "All I do," Stipo
said, "is work and sleep, work and sleep."
Ivka tipped us off to a farm that had four hundred chickens. It was not accessible
by car, so we drove home and set off on a hike through the wooded hills. I huffed
and puffed. Stipo took my hand. We ducked from thorns and Stipo pushed through
the brambles in places where the trail had grown over, holding them aside so I could
pass through.
After thirty minutes of walking, we came to a house surrounded by garbage.
Four little children were at play in front, sharing one bike, and taking turns squeezing a spicy little puppy they called Mimi. "Where is your chacha?" Stipo called. A
little child in red rain boots led us down a path flourishing with nettles to his chacha
-his daddy, who was cutting tall grasses with a scythe on an adjacent hill. The man
sat smoking in the grass with four weary-looking women, their scythes resting at
their feet. Before I came to the Balkans, I had only seen those long, curved blades in
images of the Grim Rea per.
Stipo made his request for half a dozen chickens, and the man led us back past
the house towards the coop. A little boy popped out from a window and called,
"Yooooo hoo!"
"Yoo hoo!" I said, and he grinned and asked, "Odakle ste?" Where are you
from?
"fa sam Amerikanka!" I shouted. He pulled his ears out and made a monkey
face.
All the children came out to watch their chacha pull chickens from the coop one
by one and place them in white plastic feed bags. Their pen was a dark hellhole of
shit and dust and stale air. They clucked and cried, and each landed in the bag with
a play-dead thump. The men ripped small holes in the bag so they could breathe.
They cost ten marks-about four dollars each. It seemed absurdly cheap to buy a
living creature for four dollars, but then, I had bought roasted chickens back home
for six or seven. Suddenly, it disturbed me how cheap those chickens had been. I had
stopped buying factory-farmed eggs-a dozen for a dollar and some change-years
before. I love a bargain as much as anyone else, but paying next to nothing for a
dozen things that came out of a living creature's orifice-that seemed wrong.
Stipo and I cut across the hill completing the circle home, and he saluted neighbors he hadn't seen in years-"Hey! I'm Stipo. Mijo's son." I thought he was farting,
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but the faint pips came from the two sacks he carried at his sides. We came upon a
demented cow, snorting and whipping her tail and shuddering at unseen demons.
"PAHH!" Stipo blasted, and she hopped out of our way.
Stipo nodded toward a plum tree and said, "Pick me a bunch of those." What
a sight we must have been-Stipo lugging live birds in bags, his blond American
wife exposing her swollen belly as she held the hem of her tank top up to collect the
fruits, popping them in her husband's mouth one by one as they walked through the
countryside.
"How many chickens have I had, baby?" Stipo mused. "I can't even tell you. We
used to kill one every Sunday for dinner. What we have now is nothing-one rooster
and two hens? That's not even enough for us all to have scrambled eggs."
"Yes," I said, "Is good you getting more chickens. I like fresh eggs."
"Now I wanna see you kill a chicken," he said. "Ha! How many chickens have
you eaten, mamasita, just buying the breast at the store minus all the good parts like
the liver and the neck. Chicken neck is so juicy! It's the best for making soup, you
just have to suck the meat out of the vertebrae. Now it's your turn to understand
what chicken really is. You can kill the next one, okay?"
"Ha! Yeah. Maybe I could," I said. I'd like to say I could kill my own food, but
I'm not sure if that's true. I remembered the rabbit that I saw Stipo skin a couple
years back, hanging it upside down from a tree and cutting it around the feet in such
a way that he could unzip its entire hide in one motion. I remembered the steaming
organs, the pellets of waste in its translucent guts and the tender lungs, pink as fresh
watermelon. I tried to eat that rabbit, and I failed. I walked out of the bathroom
where I'd spit a mouthful of him in the toilet and told my in-laws, "I know this rabbit. He almost like friend for me, how can I eat him?" Killing a chicken, plucking its
feathers, gutting it and cutting it up and finding use for all those parts-regardless
of the disgust factor, what a hell of a lot of work. I imagined how little meat I might
eat if I were personally responsible for taking it from pasture to table.
Back home, Stipo knelt before the coop and pulled chickens from the feed bag
one by one, rubbing each with white anti-flea powder. They cackled bloody murder,
then calmed, soothed by his thick strong hands massaging them under their wings.
"You're gonna like it here," I told them, in English. I missed my mother tongue and
jumped at any chance to speak it with animals. In comparison to the chicken farm,
this property looked like paradise-a clean flat concrete patio in front of a modest
white house built by Stipo's father, with no trash in sight. There were sweet rows of
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vegetables in the garden, and tall singing grasses climbing up into the forested hills,
promising bugs galore for the birds to hunt.
"Oruz, I brought you six more women!" Stipo said to the rooster as he unlatched
the coop. Ruza brought out a pewter tray of kafa, strong shots of grainy Turkish
coffee in tiny porcelain cups, and she sliced a canteloupe and sprinkled it with sugar.
We sat on plastic chairs watching the old chickens and the new chickens fight. They
flew at each other, smacking beaks, pulling each other by the comb, while the rooster
sang and sang and sang.
"He's the judge," Stipo said.
The rooster jumped in the middle of a fight, yowled, pecked at one hen-the one
who was already his-and she let go. Time and again, the hens obeyed, and soon they
left each other alone to wander the garden in peace, pecking at plants, hunting for
grasshoppers. One wise hen nestled in a corner of soft, wet earth where groundwater
filtered into a pipe aimed at the house, and she slurped up worm after juicy worm.
Factory-farmed eggs seem even more alien to me now that I've collected real
eggs, warm and brown and smeared with bits of shit and hay. Moral arguments and
health concerns aside, I think animals who led good lives taste better. Within a few
days of their new free-range lifestyle, the hens were producing delicious food for us.
I watched Stipo crack an egg to scramble with "young onions "-green onions pulled
straight from the garden. He pointed at a white dot in the yolk. "That's the fertilization," he exclaimed, "it would've grown into a chick if we'd let the hen brood on it.
The rooster scored!" He made a tiny, spastic humping motion and his mouth cracked
open wide in a grin, landing his hand on my ass in a slap chased by a squeeze. He
was a clown in Bosnia, manic and joyful and boyish. He would stay up deep into the
night drinking with his cousins, then rise early, eager to work outside, to build a new
fence or chop the grass. He'd tease his sleeping sister on the way out, jiggling her feet
and whispering in her ear, "Time to pee!" One moment he'd talk about how disgusting America was, and another moment he'd brag about his life there. One moment
he'd savor his homeland, and the next moment he'd fall silent, then say, "I've gotten
used to the good life. It's hard to come back."
Back in Chicago, Stipo worked construction. His boss owned dozens of condos
and town homes erected at alarming speed by so many different contractors that
things always went wrong. It was Stipo's job to fix everyone's mistakes, and he'd
nearly gotten fired for working with painstaking care, for expressing his fury about
the sloppy work: "This so fuckin' cheap, man-you no have quality, this house a
gonna fall a part."
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Chicago is so polluted by light that even in the dead of night the sky is grayish-purple, with a sprinkling of stars at best. My first summer in Bosnia, I loved to
walk through the woods behind Stipo's house at night, clutching his hand tight,
feeling that I was cleaning my eyes in that awesome, eerie dark. As the sun went
down, the sad song of the muezzin would pipe from the mosque, and spasmodic bats
would flap over our heads. We'd lie out in the hills and watch the stars. There were
too many to count. I would pick out a black patch in the sky, stare at it, and, as my
eyes adjusted, detect more tiny stars within that void.
But this year, stars were disappearing. Down in the valley, an enormous steel
factory that was abandoned during the war had been bought and reopened by the
largest steel corporation in the world. It provided just a fraction of the jobs it used to,
but it billowed black smoke around the clock, the faint groan of industry competing
with the peaceful songs of crickets. An enormous fire whipped over a maze of black
tubes. "These are the gates of hell," I murmured to myself. But that factory had fed
my husband as a child. Before the war, he claimed, life was good; everyone had a
job. His father worked there, building and rebuilding enormous ovens from bricks,
where they'd light fires that melted the metal away from the ore. Now the talk was
that tumors were on the rise in Zenica, that safety regulations were lax and wages
nothing to rave about, but in a city where nearly half the residents were unemployed,
scoring a job was a big deal. My sister-in-law depended on her job at the underwear
factory across town, a rarity in a country that now imported twice as much as it
exported. And my own modern life depended on industry. I'd just been privileged
enough to remain ignorant about how all those things I used were actually made.
Something else out there in the country slapped me with a reminder of my ignorance: the lack of waste removal. All I had to do in Chicago was dump and forget.
But here, I couldn't ignore the weight of my own consumption, and slightly guilty,
slightly fascinated, I worked out the puzzle of how to give back everything I took.
Bones and dry bread and the dregs of the stew went to the Rottweiler. Melon rinds
and coffee grinds and banana peels were tossed in the compost where the chickens
picked at them and worms worked them into fertilizer. Shrink wrap and cigarette
boxes and all the little etceteras were thrown in the wood burning stove, but big
things like busted shoes and paint cans were piled in the rotting house next door, the
house where Stipo's father was born. My first summer in Bosnia, I was too shy to ask
what to do with my used pads, so I knotted them into a plastic bag and snuck them
into a garbage bin in town. It felt like cheating.

Kate Duva

85

"Stipo," Ru.fa said,"you're a lazy ass." Her eyes glowed as she said this, so admiring she was of her big brother. He had just told her that in Amerika, when he
wanted to make pita, a flaky, savory pie with various fillings, arguably the national
dish of Bosnia, that he bought the dough at the store.
"Ah, fuck it, I don't have time to make the dough," Stipo said. "I'm always
working." He was sitting on the kitchen couch that doubled as Rufa's bed at night,
balancing a plate of mutton on his lap. He ate with the lust of a famine survivor, ripping and sucking meat off the bone, occasionally turning a salt shaker upside down,
straight into his mouth. Meanwhile, Ru.fa washed the kitchen table. She cleared all
chairs to the corner so she could move around the table with a long stick that looked
like a broom handle. She rolled down a blob of dough, stretched it, let it flop over
the sides of the table to expand by its own weight, and rolled and rolled, her thick
muscles flexing in fast brutal ease, until she finally had dough bigger than the table
and thinner than paper. She stepped back and frowned, making sure it was just right.
She was plump, with short dark hair and missing molars and pretty brown eyes that
I would soon see replicated in my own child. She sprinkled the dough with oil and
cubes of squash, rolled it into a long cylinder, arranged it in a spiral in a huge circular
pan, and put it in the oven, where she'd built a fire from twigs and scraps of trash. I
wanted to make pita from scratch like Rufa, to bake my own bread, and to garden,
but I didn't know how to grow anything other than what my body was growing for
me. I felt like a bag of ideas, filled with far more intentions than skills.
Back when Stipo lived at home and his mother was alive, they got a lot more
food from the farm. They had several cows, chickens and rabbits, and every year
they fattened a new pig for slaughter. Now the only animals around were chickens,
but garlic and onion and potatoes and carrots grew in the garden. Tomatoes grew in
a tiny greenhouse made from a plastic tarp that trapped the sweet, earthy smell of
the yellow flowers that grew on their fuzzy vines. There was a field of melons, and a
currant bush, and several plum trees and cherry trees.
Still, this food was not enough to feed the family during the war. Zenica didn't
experience much active fighting, but commerce was choked by a major blockade.
With roads closed and stores and markets shut down, Stipo's family barely ate for
more than a year. They couldn't feed their cows, so they shot them. Stipo set up traps
to catch sparrows in the woods. The wildlife population thinned out and never recovered, he told me, because everyone took up hunting. People in town got into fist
fights over bags of flour, and traded in expensive goods for boxes of stale cookies.
Still, after the war, when American agricultural giant Monsanto donated genetically
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modified corn to the Bosnian people, Zenica refused it. "Once you take that stuff,
you depend on it," Stipo said. "They patent their seeds and you have to buy new
seeds every year. We burned that shit. We burned it all."
One of my guilty pleasures in Zenica was to go to the Fast Fud Restoran by
the train station and order a Chickenburger. I'd chew on that sandwich made with
a sliver of chicken breast killed by one person, lettuce and tomatoes harvested by
others, mayonnaise and processed bread from who knows where, loving every bite
of it. "Ain't about to return to a medieval way of living anytime soon," I murmured
to myself in English one day as I sat eating alone. Stipo was off running an errand,
but had promised to be quick. He didn't like me to be alone in town. "Someone will
steal you!" he'd say, smiling, and pat my ass.
More than my family, more than yoga, more than guacamole at lunch and curry
for dinner and exotic fruits from around the world, what I missed most about home
was my sense of independence. I missed cooking for myself, entertaining myself, and
roaming town alone, and yet, I realized now, I was so dependent in America. I was
dependent on invisible people to take my garbage away, to clean the toilets in the
public buildings I used, to maintain my water supply, and to keep the streets I drove
on smooth.

It was our second to last day in Bosnia. We had planned a picnic on a scenic
mountain top, but clouds rolled in around 10:00 a.m. and the sky turned periwinkle,
raining in soft patches of mist. Ruza went inside to watch a Brazilian soap opera.
Stipo's father Mijo took a long swig of plum brandy and lay on the couch, staring at
the ceiling. The moody sky slowly stirred itself like a soup, gray and gold and blue,
and above the red-roofed houses and the mosque on the hill across the valley I could
see Stipo's cousin Beki with his flock of sheep, their formation morphing as slowly as
the sky. Back home I'd sung the praises of the Bosnian countryside, dying to escape
from the city. I craved green life, fresh air, and wide spans of things not man made. I
had seen the world this way: industrial city life was evil; country agrarianism, divine.
But now I realized that I needed both. My mental health also depended on being
surrounded by people, even those I couldn't see, the comforting urban hum of people
working, playing, having sex, being lonely. I looked out the window as rain fell on
the fields and let out a long yawn.
"What are we gonna do now, baby?" Stipo asked.
"Ah, fuck it!" I said. "I will fall asleep, to sit here. Let's go to the mall, it will
awaken us."
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In the time since our last visit, Zenica had received its first mall. I say "received"
because it didn't seem like this mall would be created by the townspeople; it appeared to have been plopped down by someone from another planet. There were
squares of live grass indoors that had to be maintained by landscapers, mannequins
with mean pixie faces modeling clothing made in China in hues of toucans and bumblebees, a sleek cafe selling coffee, beer, and pita, and a mechanical donkey coin ride.
It was absurd. It was sublime. It was just the thing to get my weary neurons firing
again. In the basement there was a supermarket, and a giant styrofoam Barbie castle
had been set up just past the checkout lines. A young woman in a pink satin dress
that looked like a birthday cake welcomed children to color complimentary Barbie
pictures at a plastic table.
Stipo and I entered the "Zoo Shop." I walked past parakeets and goldfish and
stopped in front of two caramel-colored Persian kittens with smushed, petrified faces
and walnut-shaped eyes. Just the sight of them made me giggle. One dozed in a hammock and the other lazed in some straw that clung to the fur of her soft haunches.
The cage was too small for my finger to fit through, so I blew on the kittens. I blew
and blew, and their fur whiffled as they lay still, their gooby eyes as catatonic as ever,
betraying their overbreeding.
"Watch me blow!" I said, but I was laughing too hard to blow now, laughing so
hard I felt a squirt of pee in my panties, and when I collected myself I blew a little
more, and the kittens just lay there. I watched their figures wobble through my tears:
they seemed to enjoy my stale potato chip and iced tea wind. I walked out of the pet
store crying with laughter. "The baby wants to laugh!" I wailed. Stipo shook his head
and stared at some distant point down the hallway, waiting for my moment to be
over. It felt great to be out of control, as if I'd been off balance that entire summer in
Bosnia, and was only now giving in to the sensation of it. If I had been clear enough
to think, I might have considered those mutant kittens to be mascots of the entire
hilarious struggle of man against nature. But I wasn't in the mood to contemplate.
I pulled a crumpled tissue from my purse and blew my nose. I stopped in front of a
women's clothing shop, rubbing my belly as I admired a leopard-print bikini.
A ballad by ABBA-"Knowing Me, Knowing You"-began to pipe through
speakers that seemed to be synched through the entire mall. I grabbed Stipo by his
shoulders and slow danced against him for a split second. He stood still as a tree. In
my ecstasy, I didn't realize that this was a breakup song-the electric guitar strums
sounded to me like wild strawberry soda, like drunken sunshine, like warm seed
streaming my loins, each drumbeat mild and predictable as a good bowel movement.
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The sweet pop melody was still chiming as we entered a "hunting store." Through
my tears of fading laughter, my belly still sore from spasms, I examined ski masks,
camouflage gear, rifles, revolvers, and novelty swords.
I have not been back to Bosnia since that summer. The baby that was just beginning to show through my body is now a four-year-old girl, a little chatterbox who
refuses to speak any Bosnian but gives Slavic-sounding names to her stuffed animals-Leepa, Teeksa, Beeko. I'm home in my kitchen, the shelves against my south
windows overflowing with plants, many of which are brown at the tips, and when
I look outside I can see traffic whizzing down Western Avenue and the monstrous
condominiums that closed around our little house a few years ago, just before the
real estate bubble burst. For the first time ever, I'm planting seedlings, experimenting
with growing my own vegetables. I am an apocalypse nerd, an indulger in fantasies
about natural disasters or the collapse of the food supply, and I'd like to become
more self-sufficient, although I know that a few tomatoes and peppers and basil
plants wouldn't save my life. Stipo and I are divorced. He lives a mile away, in a little
apartment where he can't grow food or have pets. Having a child together shone a
light on the cracks in our marriage, the cultural differences that we could overlook
back when life was simple. Becoming a parent made Stipo miss his homeland more
than ever, and made it all the harder to go back.
I feel badass because I have taught myself to use a drill-one of those skills I
never bothered with when I had a man in the house. I drill drainage holes in little
yogurt cups and pack them with soil, consulting a book to make sure I'm doing it
right. As I drop a tiny tomato seed in the dirt, I wonder if I was looking for missing
piee::es of myself in Stipo, in Bosnia, all along, looking for an antidote to my bookish
urban upbringing. I have worry lines now. I can hear the pain in pop songs. But there
is a little idealist in me who still dances to those songs, and chatters to the compost
worms, and dreams of owning chickens, and tells her little girl about a place where
people build their own houses and pump their own water up from deep inside the
ground, a place where half her family lives and where she has never been.
On my last night in Bosnia, we went to visit Stipo's aunt and uncle in town. Their
house was a little green oasis in the midst of poverty, next door to a gypsy woman
with twenty-five dogs, and just across the road from the steel factory. We sat in the
garden and listened to it grind, under blinding white lights and whipping fires. The
family was talking so fast I could barely understand them, so I played with a tiny
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stray kitten covered in parasitic warts, washing my hands every few minutes, until
they chapped. Two old men sang through the windows of the apartment building
next door. They sang and sang and sang, dirty songs, drinking songs, painful love
songs in high vibrato. In summers past I would have swooned, but now I felt I finally
heard the songs whole, and they were as sad as they were enchanting.
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Noticed
Cass ie Sheets

A STRANGER

ON THE

CTA TELLS

ME

I AM A

BEAUTIFUL WOMAN AND

I SAY THANK

you. He is sitting next to me, on the outside seat, and I am trapped by the windows.
He taps me on the shoulder to get my attention. I have to take off my headphones
to hear him. I do not mean to say thank you. It just falls out of my mouth before I
can gather it up and shove it back in again. I want to tell him he looks like my father
and smells like a high-school locker room, and that I don't give a shit, and that I
have had another hard day in a series of hard days and the last thing I want is his
opinion. I want to ask if that line ever works for him. I want to tell him to fuck off.
But he's called me a beautiful woman, and my mother has taught me better. When a
man compliments me, I am supposed to say thank you, so I do.
When a man in the library tells me I have beautiful eyes, tells me to take my
glasses off so he can see them, I do it with a straight face, and I do not complain.
He becomes a smiling blur. When I push them back up my nose, he is still smiling,
nodding his head approvingly. Sometimes I am told to smile by men passing on the
street. They tell me I am too pretty to look so sad. They offer to make me feel better.
I have taught myself how to hold a dead stare, how to frown and grunt when this
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request is made. To smile is to ask for more trouble.
I catch men holding the small hands of their daughters and staring at my ass. I
wonder if they know this will happen to their girls in ten years, or if they care. When
I glare at them, they will not look away. They will stare back at me, tilt their head to
one side, mimic confusion. This will make me feel like I am imagining things. I don't
talk about these kinds of encounters. They happen too often to be worth mentioning.
The realization that I have a body, that I am a body, did not come until the summer between fourth and fifth grade when I shot up three inches and out at least ten.
I had one close friend from age five to sixteen: Amy Sosa. Amy's mother drove us to
the public pool on weekends, but she never swam. She spread herself out on one of
the plastic lawn chairs-whichever one was getting the most direct light. She hoisted
the straps of her bathing suit up, snapped them over her shoulders, covered as much
of her cleavage as she could, and roasted.
A few boys from our class, Brady, Alex, and Kyle, were at the pool one Saturday
in the middle of July. The boys spotted us as Amy's mother slathered sunscreen on
my shoulders. They leered from the water. Once I was covered, Amy grabbed my arm
and darted to the other end of the pool. Jumped in. I joined her at the bottom. We
stayed, suspended, until we ran out of breath. When we came up, the boys were at
the surface, treading water in a circle around us.
"What the fuck do you want?" Amy asked.
"Oo," said Alex, "better watch that mouth, or I'll tell your mom."
"I'll tell her!" said Kyle. "I'm sure we'll have a long conversation."
Brady started with the song "Stacy's Mom," which played every hour on top 40
radio stations that summer. The other two boys joined him with their customized
version about Amy's mom and how she had it going on.
"Shut up, Brady!" I shouted. "You're just mad because your mom is a cross-eyed
bitch!" Brady's mother had a lazy left eye, so this was, admittedly, a low blow.
Kyle came to Brady's defense. "Amy's mom is a big-tit bitch."
Alex and Kyle chanted, "Big-tit bitch," while Brady sang the rest of the chorus.
Underwater, Amy reached down and grabbed my arm. She squeezed hard. I had
to wrest it away for fear she'd break my wrist. Brady swam to the edge of the pool,
hopped out, and grabbed two orange wrap-around arm floaties. He held the inflated
floaties to his chest and danced a bastardized salsa-shook his hips and shoulders,
twirled gracelessly-at the edge of the pool.
"Oh, Ms. Sosa, muy caliente! Arriba, arriba!" Alex and Kyle rolled Rs clumsily
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off their tongues. A few parents in lawn chairs looked up from their paperbacks and
chuckled.
It took a moment for the feeling to return to my arm, but when it did Amy was
gone from my side and at the edge of the pool. She grabbed Brady's ankles when his
back was turned, mid-twirl, and yanked. He fell forward onto his face and busted
his nose on the concrete. There was a small popping sound and then the blood came,
thin and watery, down his chin and collarbones.
"Oh, fuck!" he screamed, but she wasn't finished.
She planted her feet on the wall of the pool and tugged him by his ankles across
the pavement and into the water. She was smaller than the boys and me, but she'd
been a dancer since age three, and could stand on her hands or the tips of her toes
for half an hour without shaking. She pulled him to the bottom of the pool and held
him under.
Ripples formed and widened at the surface, and swirls of pink rose and curled
around them. The other boys swam over and started thrashing with hands and feet
in the water around Amy. They landed a few direct blows-a foot to the chest, a
hand to the head-but she swatted them away with one hand and kept holding
Brady down with the other.
I treaded water around their shapes, blurry with motion, until two strong arms
wrapped around me. I kicked, splashed, and screamed. Amy's mother walked backwards along the bottom of the pool, dragged me to the edge and out of the water. I
stood at the side and watched her dive back in for Amy. She didn't put up a struggle
against her mother; she let her small body go lax in her arms. Amy's mother left
Brady for the other boys to handle.
I stopped going to the pool after that summer. Too many things were happening
to my body, things a bathing suit could not cover. Hair sprouted in places that made
it difficult to remove. The skin on my hips split into long purple stretch marks, unable
to keep up with my growth. When I walked down the highway in swimwear, cars
sped up beside me and the drivers shouted from the windows and tapped the horn.
One week a month, I was terrified to enter water, scared I'd be caught bleeding. My
mother told me I was not allowed to leave the house without shorts and a T-shirt on
anymore, not even to walk to the pool. She bought me a cotton bra, pink and white,
and scolded me when I didn't wear it. I couldn't understand how she could tell.
Her friend, a former Miss Georgia, started taking an interest in me. " She's beautiful, Jackie," she told my mother. "I bet she'd do well in pageants." I sat at the other
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end of the couch, picturing myself as a Miss America contestant, strutting around in a
red-white-and-blue bikini. I pictured Brady, Alex, and Kyle at the judges' table, mocking the cellulite dotting my thighs when I turned and sashayed away.
I still do not know which is worse-to be considered attractive or unattractive by
men. I have been both. I want to be neither. When puberty completed my strange transformation, I started wearing my father's T-shirts, hiding in swaths of fabric. I stopped
eating meat, milk, eggs, and almost everything else; I shrunk back into pre-pubescence.
I kept my eyes on the floor, my hair over my face, and my voice low. I started wishing
for a superpower-the power to become invisible, to slink through life unnoticed.
I still wish for this power. To ride an escalator without worrying about someone
looking up my skirt. To walk through a grocery store without someone eyeing me up
and down, slowly, lingering, as I push my cart down the aisle. I think that is what it
must be like to be male. To live in a male body is a kind of superpower.
Once, in high school, I brought my heavy, laced boot down on the foot of a boy
who brushed my chest with the back of his hand at a party. He howled, surprised,
and shouted, "You fucking bitch. What the hell was that?" He did not look guilty. He
looked confused.
"An accident," I mumbled. "I'm sorry."
He limped away, into the safety of a circle of friends, and the five of them glared
at me the rest of the night.
Amy wasn't with me. If she had been, we would've glared back.
When a group of men stumbling home from a Cubs game shouts at me from
across the quiet street, when they say I'm coming home with them, when I pretend
I can't hear, when I walk more quickly, pull my keys between my fingers, when my
blood rushes to my ears and makes me dizzy, I might talk about it. My roommate
asks how my day was, and I say it was shit. I say these assholes followed me for two
blocks. I say I was pissed off. Maybe later, I'll admit I was scared.
I have found other women like Amy, women who would drag men by the ankles
for leering at me, for shouting at me from car windows, for groping me on the bus.
Together, we are not scared. But apart, we are still hiding in our father's T-shirts,
still pulling our keys between our fingers, still fiddling with the pepper spray in our
pockets. When we go about our daily lives, when we dare to exist in public, we must
go it alone.
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How To Make a Rag Rug
Aimee Stahlberg

Go TO YOUR BOTTOM DRAWER. PULL OUT ALL THE OLD CLOTHES YOU DON'T
wear anymore, the shirts that simply don't fit you. Grab the one you wore the day
Mom saw the scars that ran up and down your forearms. The one that made her say,
"I can't do this." The one that made her tell your dad she was leaving. Put that one
in a pile of its own. You'll tear that one first.
Separate the other ones by color, darks and lights. This is important because
you'll want to create a pattern, a nice striped rug, one that lines up in diagonals and
moves into a swirl. By keeping the colors together, you can make sure that you have
balls of similar colors. You can make sure you have a pretty streamlined pattern. You
can make sure you have order. You like order.
Grab that shirt Mom gave you, the one she wore last time you two really hugged,
the last time she was proud of you. She said you can wear it when you want to remember what she smells like. Put that in the pile with the one you wore the night she
said she was leaving. They're one and the same, aren't they?
And you replay that moment when she studied your body, grabbing your wrists,
her mouth agape. She shook her head at you. And your chest grows tight, so tight
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the ball in your throat has nowhere to go but up. Then, you feel the dew starting to
form on your forehead and the back of your neck. You can't breathe.
You want to do that bad thing-cut. You want to grab the little red box of pretty,
shiny X-acto knives from the shelf underneath your desk and get the one out with
the engravings that match the scars on your legs, those thin crisscross patterns. You
want to watch the blade sparkle in the yellow light of your bedroom.
But that's why she's leaving, isn't it? She can't handle having sick daughters?
Grab the shirt instead. Distract yourself.
Place one hand on either side of the shirt-it usually works well to grip the waist
seam and somewhere in the chest-and tug as hard as you can. Grunt, scream, cry,
and yell-this is supposed to help you feel better, after all. The fabric will start to
give, allowing most of the shirt to be torn at once. This is good. Try to keep the strip
as close to one to three inches in width as possible. Allow the strip to fall into a pile;
once you're done tearing, you will roll it into a ball. It is usually easiest to tear only
one or two shirts at a time, but right now, you're not worried about easy; you're
worried about feeling better.
Don't think about any good memories you had in those shirts. Don't think about
the times Mom told you you were beautiful. Don't think about the time she told you
that shirt brought out the pretty gold streaks in your light blue eyes. Just don't. It
will make you more upset that she's leaving Dad. And don't think about her leaving
Dad. It's her own fault she's weak.
Tear as many shirts as you can. You'll want to break a sweat. The balls that
you'll form with these strips of fabric will be about four inches in diameter by the
time you're done. This is plenty big enough for the rug you'll want to make. And
plenty of time to distract you from feeling sad and angry and wanting to hurt yourself. Because as much as it hurts, cutting won't make it better. Not now.
Bring the balls back to the bed. Unravel one of the balls, the black one, until
you have about two feet of it in front of you. Reach for the scissors. Go ahead, you
can handle it now. You know that the ones you have in here are dull anyway, you
used a lot of your energy tearing those shirts up. And you know you're just giving
her more excuses to go if you do it. You know she'll just blame him more, saying he
was blind, asking why he didn't stop you. With the plastic loop around your finger,
you'll wonder where she is for a second, where she hides on the nights that she can't
look at any of you, but then you'll remember this isn't about her. This is about you,
and healing. She is leaving you. She is leaving the family. She didn't even ask if you
wanted to go with her. She didn't even ask if you wanted help.
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Grab the white ball, pull just a little over two feet out from it. Cut the strip from
that.
Pair the two strips. Do not hold them so that they line up perfectly even. Tie
them in a loose knot in their middle. If you tie the knot too tight, the rug won't lie
flat. Think of it like the time Mom taught you how to braid on Barbie's head. It was
just after she had French-braided your hair and showed you the braids, holding the
tiny handheld mirror in front of your face while your back faced the bathroom vanity. Wispy little ringlets dangled out of the bottom of sparkly, teal ponytail holders,
and you squealed, "They're perfect. How do you do it, Mommy? Show me how!
Show me how!" Your teeny hands opened and closed like exploding stars, and she
made sure to explain that it was all about gripping the hair and setting it just right.
You handed her Barbie, and when she did it too tight, the braid sat lumpy, and
Barbie's head cocked to the side like she had some kind of tic. She looked at you, like,
"How could you let her do this to me?" You don't want your rug to look deranged,
do you?
Lay the knot on the bed in front of you so that the strips of color fall toward you.
They should line up white, black, white, black. Let's call the white strands "W" and
the black strands "B" from now on. Don't think about Mom teaching you to do that.
It will make tears swell in your eyes, remembering the way she folded your tiny legs
into a pretzel on Dad's and her king-sized bed when you were so little, telling you she
was going to teach you something special. Don't remember the way she rubbed your
delicate little fingers, studying the fingernails that were still soft with youth. Don't
think about the way she told you that you were lucky to have such tiny hands, how
much better your rugs would tum out because of it. Don't love her. Not right now.
And don't look at your hands. Don't look at the nails that are chewed down to the
quick, the pink nail beds where the skin has been peeled back over and over again.
Don't look for the brown, dried blood that's caked around the nails because you
can't stop picking. Remember yourself how she saw you that day.
Take the strand farthest to the right, that will be a B, and start folding the other
strands over it. You will want to go under the W strand next to it, over the B strand
in the middle, and under the W strand farthest from it. This is your new left piece.
Don't think about the first time you did this and how you held the cloth so tight that
you got fabric splinters, your fingers were rubbed raw. Don't think about how, back
then, your mother kissed your boo boos. Start calling Mom "Mother" -you know
she hates that.
Take the new piece farthest to the right, this will be a W. Repeat the pattern you
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completed before. Go under the B strand next to it, over the W strand in the middle,
under the B strand on the left. Think about the way you and your sister held each
other, wrapped your arms around one another when you heard her words. Think
about the way your sicknesses didn't matter to both of you, and how all that mattered was you would still have Dad. You would still have the neighborhood. You
would still have each other.
Keep repeating this pattern. Soon, you will start to see a braid. It shouldn't be
very tight. If it is, the other strands won't be able to be folded in, just like when you
bottle yourself up and other people can't get in. You only want it snug enough to lie
flat and hold its shape. Don't think about how much this pattern resembles the scars
you've made in the places Mom still hasn't seen. Don't wonder if she would consider
staying if you stopped. Don't wonder if she'd consider taking you with her if you
stopped. They were fighting long before you wore that shirt in front of her. They
were fighting for way too long.
When your braid is about half of what you'd like half of the final width of the
rug to be, you will be ready to turn the braid. In order to make the turn, you will
need to repeat the pattern you have been using to create the braid; instead of letting
the strip lie at the end, however, tuck it into one of your previously created loops.
Don't take the turn too fast. If you do, the rug will not lie flat on the floor. Instead it
will form a sort of bowl when it's complete. If you want a striped pattern, you should
tuck the white tail into a white loop, a black strand into a black loop, etc. Remember
the way Mom taught you to do this. Remember the way she laughed the first time
you did this wrong and created a checkerboard pattern. Remember how she let you
tear up her favorite shirt and pillowcase to make you feel better about how ugly it
was, adding a whole new slew of colors to the pattern. Remember the way she kept
it on the floor of her bathroom as a bathmat for all those years, even though it was
terribly ugly. Don't think about seeing it in the trash the day she noticed those ugly
scabs on your arms. You didn't know she'd be home after your run. You didn't know
she'd be in the kitchen.
Continue looping the fabric through until you work your way back to the knot.
At some point, one of your strips has surely run out. Take the end of the strip connected to your rug-in-progress, fold its end in half. Cut a slit into the fold. Do not
allow this slit to reach the end of the strip. You want it to make a little hole. Cut a
new piece of fabric of the same color. Repeat the slit-making process on that new
piece of fabric. Don't think about the first time your skin split and how it reminded
you of making one of these rugs. Don't think about how you had your ear up against
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the wall and you were listening to their fighting. Don't think about the hateful words
you heard: mistake, depression, accident, childish, fa ult.
Slide the new strip through the short strip on your rug-in-progress. Slip the tail
of your new strip through the slit in its opposite end. Pull the tail until the two pieces
of fabric slide together. They will form a nearly invisible knot. Think about the days
when you believed that the family had worked past the bumps in the road. Remember the days when you thought that Whitney was just a slow shaver, and had a fast
metabolism, that it wasn't cycles of starving and binging and purging. Remember the
days when Dad came home from work early with pink roses, Mom's favorite flower,
and she buried her face in the bouquet, happy wrinkles framing her eyes.
Once you've worked your way to the original knot, you will have widened your
rug-in-progress. It's looking good so far. It should still be loose, because, remember,
you still need to keep tucking as you keep going around, and you don't want a bowl
shape. Remember the time that you, Mom, and Whitney took turns working on a
rug over the course of a week because you wanted it to be really big. Laugh when
you think back on how you could tell who worked on what part because Whitney's
sections were always pulled way too tight, and yours and Mom's always tried to
compensate for that. Think about the way you and Mom were so alike-same cheekbones, same delicate way of folding fabric, same tendency to bottle things inside and
never tell another soul-even though this was the only activity you enjoyed doing
together.
You will need more strips added in order to complete this curve. Cut two strips
from the W ball and two strips from the B ball. They should all be different lengths.
Sneak them in by tucking them through other W or B loops in the original braid and
using the slit knot style of attachment. Blend the colors so your pattern is still W, B,
W, B, W, B, W, B. You should have eight strands now. You keep going over and under
and over and under. Tuck. Remember how Mom used to read you bedtime stories,
naming the princess in every tale "Jacqueline." And remember how she told you to
do whatever made you happy, always. Take a deep breath. Love her. Love her even
though you hate her right now. Be mad, but love her.
Work your way back to the knot. Double the amount of strands you have. Make
sure that you have them mixed W, B, W, B, etc. It doesn't matter that this rug is only
for you, that consistency, that control Mom taught you is engrained. You think the
rugs look prettier this way. Repeat the pattern of remembering good and bad things
about Mom, like the way she spits on her thumb and tucks that one curl you let
dangle in front of your eye behind your ear. It annoys you, and you know she does it
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out of love, but it makes you feel dirty. What would she do if you did that to her?
Once you have the rug to the width you want it, start working the amount of
strips back down until you're left with none. Keep going over, under, over, under,
tuck, tuck. Tuck your hatred for what she's doing away. Don't look at any patterns
that were on the shirts. Don't think about any words you can hear coming through
the crack underneath your bedroom door. Or through your bedroom wall. Keep
working on it until you have it done. Tie your final tuck off with a knot. Forget that
she's leaving. She's not leaving. Believe it is another empty threat. Believe she will
stay. Believe she will take you with her if you ask. Ask. Ask if you can at least stay
sometimes. A girl needs her mother, right?
Shake off the rug that's now on your bed. Bits of hair and string and fabric will
twirl in the air like snowflakes. Don't think about the times that Mom made snow
angels with you when school was canceled.
Pull the rug to your face.
Smell it.
Think about how it smells more like you than it does like her. Think about how
you're half her anyway. Think about how it will make your dad feel if you leave, too.
Think about how this rug would look if you tore out a random strand right now.
Think about how you see your family as this rug. It needs every piece to stay together. It took a bunch of broken pieces coming together to make it whole.
Give the rug to your mother. Tell her you'll love her no matter what. Ask her to
make one with you before she leaves. Believe she really will.

100

Hair Trigger 36

The Airport
David Sim Wei Lun

"None who traverse the bureaucratic machine emerge entirely as they
once were."
-Joseph Samsa
EVER SINCE HE WAS A CHILD, CAIRO'S MOTHER REPEATED THE SAME PHRASE TO

him like a mantra: Never leave the country. Never leave the country. Never. Leave.
The country.
And yet, here he was at the airport, dressed in a stale suit. Bountiful amounts of
sunlight filtered through the towering glass walls, which Cairo assumed was meant
to create a sense of spaciousness, but instead, he felt as if he had walked into a glass
cage-a feeling that was amplified by the huge mirrors placed on both ends of the
terminal, stretching it into infinity. Nervous but undeterred, Cairo wound his way
through the snaking paths of blue-and-red tape leading to the check-in counter, and

received his ticket. The corners of his mouth twitched, barely able to contain the
excitement that was threatening to burst forth in the form of a crooked grin. And
yet, his mother's mantra-those same four words-was all he could think about as
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he breathed in the terminal's smell of putrefied soap.
Never leave the country.
She always had an answer when Cairo questioned what she said: he could get
caught in a workers' protest (a possible but rare occurrence), the economy is in decline (it always is), no one would take him seriously because he was too young (he
was thirty-one), and the world outside is a dangerous place (nowhere is safe, really).
The greatest weapon in her arsenal of reasons-or at least, the most emphasized of
them-was her comparison of leaving the country to being slowly asphyxiated to the
point where your very soul is squeezed out of you.
He took it as a metaphor of the health risks involved-of the fact that a mortal
wound or fatal disease could befall him at any moment-but Cairo suffered little in
the way of illnesses. The only deformity he had was a missing left toe, and a tag of
excess flesh hanging beneath his right armpit, but the latter was indiscernible unless
you shone a light directly at it. And the idea of traveling in a metal cylinder thousands of miles above ground was of little concern to him. So, he asked himself, why
should he not be allowed to leave? Why should he not get to see the world?
However, like all simple things that morph into daunting, formidable beasts
when seen through the lens of inexperience, even the thought of stepping into the
airport became a monumental task-the very idea of it squeezed sweat out of the
pores on Cairo's forehead and whipped his heart into a flurry. What galvanized him
into taking that first step was the loss of his accounting job-a position with a meager salary, to be sure, but one which he had stuck to for many years. Call it what you
will (perhaps it was a near-midlife crisis), but Cairo decided enough was enough,
packed what little belongings he held dear into his leather briefcase, and bought a
ticket for the first flight out of the country.
The illusion of adventure and freedom was shattered for Cairo the moment he
stepped through the metal detectors and tried to walk away.
"Excuse me, sir, what are you doing?" A police officer, who was a head taller
than Cairo, stepped out with such agility that Cairo swore she had phased right
through the booth's plexiglass like a ghost. Before Cairo could even begin to compose a word in response, her pressed uniform and badge rapidly engulfed his vision
in a sea of blue and gold, and she said: "Your ticket-may I see it?"
Dumbfounded, Cairo handed the flimsy piece of paper over. He could not fathom what he did wrong. All the others who went before him were let through without
commotion. He wished there was something capable of indicating that this was his
first time-a plastic button pinned to his chest perhaps, or a bright sticker on his
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plane ticket-anything to nullify the terrifying dread that accelerated towards Cairo
as the officer frowned. Her face hollowed itself out as she did so, as if her tanned
cheeks were two mounds of hazelnut ice cream that had been dug at with a scoop.
"Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to come with me," the officer said. Her right
hand hovered over his shoulder, pulsating with such authoritative energy that Cairo
would have obeyed at once if not for the dismay and confusion that locked him into
a paralytic state.
A length of silence ensued. Nobody made a sound-neither the security officers, nor the stone-faced people in business suits silently counting the seconds away
behind Cairo, nor the children who clutched their parent's hand, nor the elderly
couples in neon-colored windbreakers. Even the drug-detection canines, whose golden-black hides bristled with anticipation, stuck their tongues out and panted in silence. Without turning around, Cairo felt dozens of pairs of eyes boring into the
nape of his neck. His suspicions were confirmed by the reflection in the plexiglass.
Some were shaking their heads in disapproval, while others seemed to be staring at
him with such intensity, it was if they were mentally noting down his very height and
physiognomy.
Finally, the officer pulled Cairo behind the baggage X-ray machine-a dim alcove with a ceiling low enough to tickle the ends of his hair-and the line behind
him resumed its steady march through the metal detectors. Keeping a firmly set jaw,
and drawing no conclusion from the diminished light of Cairo's eyes, the officer said:
"The ticket shows here that you're not registered with any personal LRAs, sir, so I'm
going to have to prep you for your flight right this instant.
"LRAs. Limb Removal Agencies," she explained, seeing that the only response
he offered was one of bewilderment.
"What? Limb removal?" Cairo squinted and his glasses slid off his nose. In one
graceful arc of her arm the officer caught it in the nick of time and placed it back
onto the bridge of his nose.
"Yes, sir. Limb removal." The officer flexed, giving her right forearm two quick
taps with an extended middle and fore finger, then bunched her hand up into a ball.
"They can be used as weapons, see? All potential threats to flight passengers and
crew members must be confiscated prior to departure."
She indicated the large white-and-red signboards hung all over the security terminal. "That means all aerosols; sharp items such as knives, scissors, nail clippers,
staplers, and computer parts; liquids beyond the capacity of a hundred and fifty
milliliters; blunt objects, including camera tripods, and walking sticks; guns or sim-
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ilar projectile dispensing mechanisms; highly flammable materials (certain articles
of clothing are not exempt); ancient relics; toxic chemicals; illegal substances; large
ornaments; corpses and dead animals; weapons of a nuclear or biological nature;
live pests; and suntan lotion will be appropriated by airport security and disposed of
at our discretion."
The officer took out what appeared to be the ivory handle of a knife. Except,
instead of a blade, there was a slim metal rod protruding from its base. A button was
pressed and the object hummed to life. A thin arc of electricity leapt to the tip of the
rod, growing in luminous density until a sheet of pure energy was formed.
"Wait, does this mean my limbs will be confiscated?" Cairo said, taking a measured step away from the vibrating mass of heat.
The officer gave a short burst of laughter. "No, sir," she said, "we do not 'confiscate' limbs. They will be flown along with you. Now, I'm going to have to ask you
to remain as still as possible. This may hurt a lot if this is your first time, but after
initial exposure to the Temporal Bispatial Disruptor, the pain receptors along your
joints should be completely burned off so that further application of the TBD would
only induce a slight discomfort."
Without warning, Cairo's right arm was neatly severed in a wide-angled swoop
of the blade and placed into one of the numerous cardboard boxes that lined the
back of security. He winced as a thick, bittersweet smell-not unlike the odor of
singed bananas-filled his nose. "What about my suit?" he said, eyeing the loose
remnants of his sleeve slide down to hide his hand as the officer sliced off his left
arm.
"All affected pieces of clothing will be re-attached along with your appendages
upon arrival. Everything will be returned to the state in which you have checked
yourself in, sir. Now, sit on this wheelchair."
The line outside continued its rhythmic procession through security. Occasionally an onlooker (most of whom were children, whose fears were allayed by the warm
smiles of not only their parents, but also of the police officers) would get a closer
look at the de-limbing of Cairo. They poked their heads past the plastic partition,
which poorly concealed Cairo's now arm-less torso, and wrinkled their nose in disgust. People stared, less with curiosity, than with apprehension. Though distracted
by pain and dismay, Cairo was certain that at one point, a teenager who was all skin
and bones had even snuck in and taken a picture of him. It seemed to Cairo that he
was the only person in the world who had not registered with an LRA.
With precise, deft turns of the wrist, the officer removed all four of Cairo's limbs
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without incident. Not a drop of blood, not an excess tag of flesh, was harmed in the
process. The pain had been momentary, but each time it happened he saw bright
flashes bearing the likeness of solar flares strafe across his eyes and assault him with
great distress. He wanted to scream his lungs out, but before he could let loose a single sound his throat had strained itself hoarse. By the time the officer plopped Cairo
onto the wheelchair, he had to repeat what he next said a good number of times
before the officer understood him: "Couldn't everything be considered a weapon?
Even my head, for example?"
The officer chuckled, patted Cairo's head and nodded at another officer, signaling her to wheel him away. "My colleague here will bring you to your departure
gate. The flight crew will take over from there. In accordance with the terms you
have complied to during the purchase of your ticket, I am obligated to inform you
that should you feel any signs of nausea, slight vomiting in the nose, dry eyes, brief
flashes of sound, headaches, ear bleeding, sinus infections, disorientation, vertigo,
false senses of clarity, phantom pain, deafness, diarrhea, burning around the pelvic
region, toothaches, memory loss, lethargy ... "
The officer's voice trailed off as her colleague wheeled Cairo away. He turned
around to find her still addressing him as if he had not moved an inch away from her
at all.
As they made their way to the departure gate, it occurred to Cairo that he had
not come across another person in the airport who was limbless or stuck in a wheelchair. Everyone else who stepped through those metal detectors was allowed to walk
freely away. More disconcerting to Cairo, however, was the fact that the very fate of
his life was placed in the hands of this stranger who was, yes, a security officer, but
was a stranger no less.
At the departure gate, Cairo was promptly handed over to a pair of flight attendants in starchy, royal blue uniforms. Wordlessly, they smiled (not with their lips, but
with their eyes), glanced at Cairo's ticket and passport, and placed him into a cushioned box before carting him onto the plane. Cairo grunted, emitting several "urns"
and "ahs" throughout the process, but was unable to coax a syllable out of the two.
The last thing he saw as he was sealed into the box were the words printed on the
container, "luxury vessel," but to Cairo it looked more akin to a coffin for infants.
"Greetings and welcome. Thank you for choosing to fly with us," a disembodied
voice crackled to life following a sonorous beep. Though it spoke in soothing tones,
the volume was a decibel or two louder than normal, so that it felt to Cairo as if
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tiny, skeletal hands were shaking and tugging at his ears. "We truly value you as a
customer, and as a show of our utmost gratitude, we have provided sleeping gas,
free of charge, to ensure a pleasurable and comfortable flying experience for you.
Rest assured, within minutes of boarding the plane, you will be put into a peaceful
slumber." There was another beep and two slits abruptly slid open on either side of
the box. Despite Cairo's mental protests, a wispy, baby blue gas crept into his tiny
compartment.
He held his breath and tried nudging the lid of the container open with his
forehead, but the vessel's cushion was made of such a plush, doughy material, that
he only succeeded in sinking further into it. This was not what he signed up for, he
thought. Having his limbs removed, being pushed around in a wheelchair, and being shut in a box were all fine by him. But something about the view, which he saw
through the slits on either side, shook him to the core.
Surrounding him were rows, upon rows, upon rows of luxury vessels stacked
atop each other. Though what Cairo could see was limited, he counted dozens of
them, each housing someone just like him, and each diffused with the same baby
blue gas. The image of him being in one of many identical cardboard boxes that filled
a warehouse to the brim-each containing the same produce, the same merchandise-arose in Cairo's mind with startling clarity.
Giving one final nudge against the luxury vessel's lid, Cairo fell back and took
in a large gulp of air, worn out from struggling, and out of breath. The last thing he
remembered was the strange texture of blubber and syrup coating his tongue, before
he drifted off into lucid dreamscapes of a nightmarish nature.
It had escaped Cairo's notice at first, but as he approached the automatic double
doors, which led to a barricade of grim-faced chauffeurs, love-starved spouses, and
over-eager tour guides, he realized that his missing left toe was, indeed, no longer
missing. As a matter of fact, it seemed that neither the limbs, nor the loose pieces of
clothing that were welded back onto him were truly his.
The device used to reattach Cairo's limbs had the same ivory polish of the Temporal Bispatial Disruptor, but spat forth a torque of energy that felt like augmented
blasts of an arctic wind. His suit had crackled and popped as its threads were fused
together to be remade into an immaculate whole, and though he was thankful that
the pain which assailed him was a far cry from the trauma of a first de-limbing, Cairo had found the sensation of his muscles, bones, nerves, and skin coalescing back
together to be barely tolerable. He felt as if the very marrow in his bones was being
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slowly siphoned away by the suction cups of a giant squid.
Throughout the process, Cairo had flinched several times, forcing the officer to
start all over again, but such an act certainly could not have caused his left toe to
grow back, or for the wrong limbs to be reattached.
Just as Cairo reached the automatic double doors, his feet did a perpendicular
twist away from the exit. He tried to readjust his footing, but the more he exerted
command over his own two feet, the more they resisted, forcing him into a hastened
march down the airport's scented hallways. Before he knew it, Cairo's arms stopped
flailing and, in a neat flourish, had pushed open a door that was marked Staff Only.
Through the thickening veil of sweat that clung to his eyelashes, Cairo found
himself in a long corridor whitewashed with sanitization and stark lighting. Busying
themselves about were dozens of women and men. Some wore freshly ironed business suits, while others were in neon-colored windbreakers, with the zippers pulled
right up to their chins. Despite his misty vision, Cairo identified some who had been
in line with him at the airport. There he saw a pair of twins who had stared at him
for the longest time while the officer removed his left leg, in the distance was the
scrawny teenager who had stealthily taken a picture of him, and over there was a
couple who had made a rather amorous display at the check-in counter.
His rapid gulps of air disturbed the silken curls, straightened bangs, and crew
cuts of those who passed him by, but none of them paid him any mind. Cairo wanted to cry for help, but he no longer had control of his voice. In his mind, he yelled
to no avail for answers as to why this was happening to him. He hurled vulgarities,
and imagined the valiant struggle he would put up if he had retained autonomy
of his limbs. But with each step his eyes widened a little less in horror, and his
chest wound itself a little less tightly. The more he asked why, the more he believed
that this was what happened to everyone who leaves the country, that anyone who
traveled abroad no longer belonged to themselves, but to some greater entity.
Soon, his body had regained its composure, and had briskly donned a starchy,
royal blue uniform.
By the time he exited the hallway, Cairo stopped furrowing his forehead and
grinding his teeth. His thoughts were of his mother, and of the country-of the
mundane but reliable life he led there-as he approached an empty check-in counter
from behind. She had been right after all, for the sensation that what little was left
of Cairo felt was not unlike having the very soul strangled out of you.
A line of customers wound its way through the coils of blue-and-red tape, and
Cairo motioned towards the woman at the head of the line with a nod. His mind

David Sim Wei Lun

107

writhed in agony as he mustered a mental cry of utter terror, clinging onto his mother's words-words which had once haunted him-Never leave the country. Never
leave the country. Never. Leave. The country.
But if any signs of Cairo's struggle could be detected on the outside, the woman
that approached his booth did not show any notice of it. Instead, she returned Cairo's grin with her own.
"Good afternoon, ma'am. So, what can I do for you today?" he said. A spasm
lingered in the outer edges of his left eye for an infinitesimal moment. His mother's
mantra-those same four words-echoed throughout the recesses of his skull, until
his mind exhausted any sense of self that remained. And with that, Cairo's thoughts
fizzled out of existence. In a dutiful and orderly manner, he verified the woman's particulars, handed her a plane ticket, and beckoned the next customer with a dazzling
smile.
Never leave the country.
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Ze Mustache
Amy Crumbaugh

AN

EXTRAORDINARILY STRANGE EVENT TOOK PLACE IN LONDON ON SEPTEMBER 2.

Sir Winston Churchill, the prime minister of Great Britain who resided at 10 Downing Street, woke up rather early one morning and smelt hot bread. His cook Georgina must have been up with the lark, baking and preparing his breakfast, and it was
with this thought that Churchill floated out of his bed, past the spotless windows,
past the family portraits, and down the stairs to his dining room. To his delight, the
table was decorated with an array of his favorite foods, and as the prime minister sat
down to his seat and pulled his napkin out with a flourish, his florid cheeks wrinkled
into a smile.
"A spot of tea, Randall," Churchill called to his serving boy, and so prompt and
giving were his staff that a cup was placed in front of the prime minister's broad
belly before the last word had escaped his mouth. He smiled graciously at the darkhaired youth and returned his attention to the spread before him, absently plunking
sugar cubes into his cup. Clementine and the children were away at Chartwell for
the week, reveling in the peace and quiet of the country air, and so the whole of the
meal belonged solely to him. A mountain of warm biscuits, scones ribboned with
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fruit, finely sliced meats, clotted cream, three types of jam-the only issue was where
to begin! The smile still upon his fleshy face, his wholesome eyes twinkling in the
morning sun, Churchill began to reach for a hot biscuit and stopped himself, his arm
frozen in place as he looked first to Randall standing erect in the corner of the room,
and then to the kitchen door.
"Georgina! Randall!" he called loud enough for the cook to hear. "Join me,
won't you?" A gray-haired woman of middling age came through the swinging white
door then and wiped her hands on her apron, seemingly unsurprised by the request.
For Churchill, though a man of high standing and importance, was exceedingly dissimilar to his stodgy English counterparts and was wont to treat his staff like family,
especially when his actual family was away. True, he could easily eat the entirety of
the table's contents on his own, but Churchill preferred company to gluttony.
Georgina and Randall chatted lightly as they poured tea and filled their plates,
commenting on the weather or the state of the home, and it was only after his two
companions had their fair share of food that Churchill again reached for that biscuit,
sitting golden and grand on the top of the pile. He broke the thing open with his
meaty paws, letting the steam from inside rise up and around his plump face. Smiling
indulgently at the pale dough, Churchill groped blindly for the clotted cream, his
fingers dancing over silverware and dishes. But as he peered deeper inside the warm
cave of the biscuit, the prime minister was amazed to see something black there, and
his hand suddenly stilled. It was so unlike Georgina to make any sort of mistake in
the kitchen that Churchill was at first struck dumb by the sight, forgetting breakfast,
forgetting the sparkling morning. Summoning his legendary courage, he poked two
thick fingers into the biscuit and found that the thing inside was furry! Like the little
lost leg of a spider! Clamping his fingers together, a chill running up his spine, Churchill pulled the mysterious item from the bread and saw that it was a mustache! A
glossy black rectangle, each and every hair in its proper place as if stuck to a piece of
clear tape. And what's more, it seemed a very familiar mustache!
The recognition sent a panic through Churchill's mind, and he quickly shoved
the broken biscuit, mustache and all, onto his lap. But as he continued to run cautious fingers over the strange square of hair, Churchill feared that his open and
kind face had undoubtedly altered, filling with horror. His eyes, only seconds before
smiling and shining, were now apprehensive and dark, shifting back and forth, back
and forth between his two breakfast companions. They darted first to Georgina,
who sat dabbing daintily at her mouth with a napkin. She had cooked and baked for
the family for years, never once letting a souffle fall flat, never once over-seasoning
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a dish. Surely the mustache was no fault of hers! Churchill looked to Randall then,
who stuffed another thick slice of bread into his already bulging mouth. The boy was
simple, that was true, but he was also honest, above the lure of garish jokes. Surely
he had nothing to do with the mustache! And besides, how could either conceivably
acquire the thing, and right under Churchill's nose? But even with those reassurances, Churchill felt more dead than alive, for as he sat there in the morning light,
thumbing the mustache and sunning himself like a suspicious pug, he knew that the
thing belonged to none other than his most diabolical of foes: Adolf Hitler.
Churchill abruptly excused himself from the table, concealing the mustache in
his balled-up fist, leaving behind a perplexed house staff who puzzled over the trail
of biscuit crumbs the prime minister left in his wake. Shuffling his feet like a fat
little duckling, becoming winded by the effort, Churchill made his way back to his
bedroom, all the while racking his brain for a solution. What could he do with the
thing? Surely he couldn't keep it! Oh, the notion had momentarily struck Churchill
of brandishing the mustache as a war trophy, keeping it in a tiny glass case in a museum, or better yet, in his very own home. But the idea was quickly extinguished,
for there would be far too many questions, and the public would grow suspicious of
their beloved baby-faced prime minister. They would think that he and Hitler had
been in cahoots all along, that they had even been bedfellows! The papers would
draw exaggerated comics of the two as a married couple, quarreling over money and
civil defense! No, it wouldn't do. It simply wouldn't do.
And then, suddenly, magically, the solution clicked on inside Churchill's head
like a lightbulb flickering to life. He would bundle the mustache up with something
heavy and throw the thing in the Thames, where, with any luck, it would sink to
the bottom, never to be seen again. Feeling lighter and more hopeful, stalwartly
resigned to his resolution, Churchill dressed quickly, throwing on his customary
bowtie, bowler hat, and double-breasted coat. He took the mustache, still intact,
from the pocket of his pajamas and placed it in the pocket of his coat, not bothering
to wipe the crumbs from it. Hitler could do that when he was reunited with his silly
lip decor in Hell. Coming back down the stairs now fully dressed, Churchill reached
for his cane resting by the front door, calling for no driver, no escort. He left under
the pretense that he needed a solitary stroll to clear his head.
The twinkling yellow of morning was giving way to London's customary fog
as Churchill stepped outside and drew in a deep breath, trying his best to calm the
frantic nerves that popped and fizzed under his skin. He imagined a very tiny spotlight shone through the mist to land directly on his coat pocket, illuminating the
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fact that he, the prime minister of Great Britain, was carrying around Adolf Hitler's
mustache. Starting out at a steady pace, Churchill momentarily questioned his trek
to the Thames, and thought that perhaps the best course of action was to rid himself of the mustache as soon as possible. He could drop it in a planter, or wait for a
particularly strong gust of wind to carry it away. He pictured some bird snatching
the black square out of the air and using it to build its nest, and Churchill was so
entranced with the idea that he at first did not notice the small crowd that began to
gather around him. But of course, as was customary with his occupation, Churchill
could not take a single step out of his home without being recognized, and such was
the case now.
The buildings of the neighborhood, all pristine white stone that sparkled in their
well-manicured niches, were lined up like the keys of a piano, waiting to be played.
And now that the prime minister had been spotted, the keys began to tinkle with
the opening and closing of doors as people spilled out of their homes in their finest
clothes. Churchill sighed and smiled warmly to those he passed, all the while hoping
that no one would hinder his mission. Unfortunately for the prime minister, one little
girl, all wrapped in pink like a ball of cotton candy, bravely stepped forward from
the throng of people, oblivious to Churchill's desire to remain incognito (as if such a
thing were possible).
"Excuse me, sir," she said shyly, violently clutching at her mother's hand. "But
aren't you the prime minister?" The mother beamed at Churchill, clearly having put
the child up to the task.
"Why, yes I am," he replied with all the joviality of Santa Claus, awkwardly
patting the girl on top of her golden head. "Must be off now! Very important things
to do!" He made as if to skip off then, placing one foot before the other, leaning
jauntily on his cane, but the child was undeterred. She blinked at him like a vacant
porcelain doll, and Churchill realized that he would have to stop and talk, to appease
the crowd that formed a cluster around the conversation.
"Might we come with you, sir?" Here the mother should have scolded the child,
or told her daughter that the prime minister was a very busy man. Instead, she
continued to smile, displaying her sickly yellow teeth that were characteristic of the
aristocracy. Fumbling, at a loss as to what to do to remedy the situation, Churchill
turned to his old friend: kindness. Hitching up his pant leg, he took a knee beside the
little girl, and the group of onlookers began to titter with excitement.
"I'll tell you what," he said. "You come back tomorrow with your friends, and
your mother, of course, and we'll have a stroll around the block, maybe even stop for
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a sweet or two. I am rather fond of sweets. How does that sound?" The little girl's
face began to glow like the moon, her smile stretching from ear to ear, her blue eyes
appearing almost violet with joy. She had heard of the prime minister's goodness,
and now she had witnessed it firsthand. Nodding her head empathically, the girl
threw her two tiny arms about Churchill's sloping shoulders, and the crowd began
to clap and cheer.
The promise made, the obstacle conquered, Churchill pulled himself to his feet
and continued on his journey, the people around him grinning and parting like the
Red Sea. The prime minister smiled back, even waved, as a candied lightness filled
his heart. But the feeling was soon extinguished when he thrust his hand into his
pocket and felt Hitler's mustache still haunting the lining. Churchill hobbled along
at a quicker pace then; he had to be rid of the thing!
Here I am rather at fault for not having told you before something about Winston Churchill. Like any good leader, Churchill was a kind and fair man who, using
his military history and sound reasoning, always sought the best solution to any
problem. When this whole war business had come about, the prime minister had
vowed to stop the tyrant Hitler at any cost. And now, wonder of wonders, he, Churchill, was in possession of his enemy's most prominent feature: his mustache! For
Churchill did not know it at the time, as he walked through the cobblestone streets
of London, but the bit of hair he carried around in his pocket would forever serve
as a source of ridicule for Hitler, a fact that undoubtedly would have warmed Churchill's enlarged heart.
By now the prime minister had reached London Bridge, and as he ascended the
slope, he hoped that the people walking past would not notice him. And it is true
that while a curious few did take note of Churchill's rotund presence, most were too
lost in conversation or thought. Breathing heavily, Churchill stooped to pick up a
stone, and as he began searching through the city haze for a secluded spot, he casually thrust the stone into his pocket and pressed it against Hitler's mustache, where
the slime from the rock served to glue the two together. Finally having found an
unoccupied area of the bridge, Churchill scooted over to it and looked out over the
water. The sun began to peek through the clouds just then, and the prime minister
took it as a sign, bringing his hand to his mouth as he pretended to cough and in the
same motion dropping the mustache, still stuck to the stone, into the Thames, where
it landed with a soft and satisfying plunk. Churchill felt lighter then, lighter than he
had felt in years, as if the whole of Great Britain, nay, the whole of the Allied world,
had been lifted from his shoulders. His cheeks were now rosy with triumph, and it
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was only as Churchill heard the trilling of a whistle that he went cold all over.
"Come here, my friend!" A voice beckoned, and Churchill turned to see that it
belonged to a policeman carelessly twirling his baton.
"Good day, old chap!" Churchill called, feeling reduced to a mischievous child
who had just been caught in the act.
"None of this 'old chap.' Just tell me what you were up to?" The policeman gestured to the spot on the bridge where the prime minister had been standing only seconds before. Churchill turned his eyes down then, kicking at a pebble on the ground
as if he were being scolded, until he remembered that he was the prime minister of
all of Great Britain.
"Do you know who I am?" Churchill looked up and asked the question devoid
of contempt or posturing. He believed that the young official was truly oblivious to
his occupation.
"I don't know who you are, sir. All I want to know is what you were doing there
on the bridge." Churchill was dumbfounded, back to feeling like a child again, and
he panicked as to what to do.
"I'll give you Scotland!" he blurted out, and the policeman shook his head, his
face screwed up in confusion.
"No, no, my friend, that won't do. I am not fond of shortbread. Will you please
tell me what you were up to?"
Winston Churchill turned pale ... but at this point everything became so completely enveloped in mist it is really impossible to say what happened afterwards.
Adolf Hitler, known to his household staff as Herr Hitler, woke up rather early
and made an ach-ing noise with his mouth, as if he were trying to dislodge a piece of
dry bread from his throat. He always did this when he woke up, though, if you asked
him why, he could not give any good reason. Somewhere nearby, a bird chirped its
sweet song of morning, shaking the vestiges of Aryan dreams from Hitler's head. His
careless maid must have left his bedroom window open again, and as he stretched his
stiff neck, he saw that it was so. The molten gold of the new day's sun spilled into the
room, and there, on the branch of a tree, perched a blue bird, no bigger than his fist,
tweeting her tune into the air. Hitler had a dizzying moment of perfect clarity and
contentment, as if he were the star of his very own Disney film, and for this reason,
he would not punish his maid for her mistake. This time.
Feeling as dainty and prim as Snow White herself, Hitler sat up in bed and
stretched his arms over his head, the starched fabric of his monogrammed pajamas
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crinkling in his ear. The stiff cloth rustled and rasped whenever he moved, as he did
now, pulling himself from his four-poster bed and smiling at the open window. His
nostrils flared and filled with the smell of freshly baking bread, and Hitler could not
help but smile. "Das gud," he whispered to himself as he giggled like a milkmaid and
walked towards his bathroom. On his route, he passed the gilded edge of a floorlength mirror, and, as was his daily custom, stopped just long enough to admire his
handsome reflection. The charcoal black of his close-cropped hair shone like onyx
in the light, and his eyes positively twinkled. His thin lips curled over his teeth into a
smile, and his mustache, well ... his mustache ... oh no ... it couldn't be ... Instead of
his mustache, his beautiful little black jewel of a mustache, there was nothing above
Hitler's upper lip but an absolutely flat surface! In a terrible panic Hitler groped at
his now bare skin and began to whimper, first pitifully, like a baby bird, and then
roiling and dangerous, like a thundercloud.
"Ach! Mein mustache!" he bellowed towards the ceiling, startling the maid who
was entering the bedroom with a pile of fresh towels. Hitler caught sight of her out
of the corner of his eye and quickly covered his face with perfectly manicured hands,
all the while shouting, "Do noz look at me! Do noz look at me!" until the young girl
went screaming from the room. Once he was alone again, Hitler stomped to the door
and slammed the thing shut so violently that the whole of the house began to vibrate
like a bell. He then returned to his place beside the mirror, inching himself before the
glass until he could see his entire reflection. Still no mustache. In an angered frenzy,
Hitler quickly dressed himself in a sharp tie and khaki suit and made straight for the
Head of Police.
In the meantime, however, a few words should be said about Hitler, so that the
reader may see what kind of dictator this man was. You cannot compare Hitler to
other dictators simply because his desire for precision eclipsed all competitors. He
was a man of expensive taste who preferred (or demanded) everything a very certain
way. The suits he wore, the bed he slept in, his collection of ceramic kittens, all had
to be kept just so. And such was the case with his ideals, for while Hitler himself was
a dark-haired gentleman, he dreamed of a world full of blue-eyed towheads, all lined
up in rows that went on forever, terminating over the distant horizon of his utopia.
He was also in the habit of telling bad jokes, and always had one or two at his
disposal should he be invited to an important event. He was overheard asking, on
more than one occasion, "Have you heard ze one about ze rabbi and ze priest?" and
then laughing so heartily at his own punch line that he began to snort, quick bursts
of guttural noise blowing from his nose to make his mustache dance. And to make
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himself seem more powerful, Hitler would become suddenly stricken with a bout of
stoicism if no one deemed his quips as entertaining as he, and would spend the rest of
the evening in pouting silence until someone found the courage to coax him from it.
"Come on, Adolf," the other partygoers would say, but Hitler would remain glued to
his chair, head down, bottom lip protruding ever so slightly.
"I don't vant to," he would say to his chest, and it would take a good hour to
convince him to join the dancing, or the singing, or whatever festivities had been
planned for the night.
Of course, all childishness aside, Hitler was fond of punishment more than anything, especially when it came to his household staff. On a particularly bad day, the
dictator would shut his eyes and reach into the recesses of his mind until he found
the happy memory he was looking for. It had been a girl named Gertrude with golden locks and freckles who had knocked one of his prized kittens from its perch on
the mantle and watched as the thing shattered into catnip. Oh, Hitler had such a time
of screaming at her, rearing his head within an inch of hers, spitting into her ashamed
face. And when he fired her, he felt a sense of overwhelming accomplishment, as if he
had righted something that was wrong in the world. Hitler liked that memory.
And now the readers can judge for themselves this despot's state of mind when,
instead of a fairly presentable and reasonably sized mustache that hinted at his cleanliness and wit, all he saw was an absolutely preposterous smooth flat space. By now
Hitler had reached the cold streets of Berlin, and as he made his way past the gray
buildings, past the cold rain that sunk through his skin to chill his bones, he came
before the window of a candy store and again caught sight of his reflection. It was
not the sickly sweet rainbow of colors that drew his attention-for Hitler despised
any sort of sweetness-but the way he looked. His collar was up around his ears as
he tried desperately to conceal the fact that he was still without his mustache.
"Damn it!" he cried to his mirror image, startling the patrons inside the store.
"Vhat kind of trick ist zis?"
Hitler bit his lip in annoyance and was about to continue on his way to the
police station when something recognizable, something unmistakable, caught his
shrewd little eye. Walking down the street, coming directly towards him, was a tiny
old woman dressed all in pink: pink hat, pink raincoat, pink heels, pink pocketbook,
pink nails, pink lipstick. Only this was no ordinary old woman-this was Hitler's
mustache! It sparkled black like the mane of a majestic horse, and Hitler had to suck
in his breath to refrain from squealing in delight. He was now rooted to the spot,
watching as his mustache came closer. Why, the thing had shot up five feet overnight!
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And where had it found those clothes? His mustache was parading about the city as
if it were a respectable octogenarian!
Right as the mustache was about to come face-to-hair with Hitler, it turned its
trek and went inside the sweet shop. Poor Hitler nearly went out of his mind, and
he followed the thing into the shop, cringing at the spritely tinkling of a bell above
the door that announced his entrance. All of the children and their parents turned
from the glass jars to stare at a dripping wet Hitler, but mercifully, they did not seem
to recognize the dictator without his customary nose broom. And mercifully for the
patrons, Hitler did not notice their lack of reverence, for he was quite preoccupied
himself. His eyes frantically shifted about the place until they landed on his mustache, wedged into a corner as it surveyed the rows of candy.
Vhat's ze best vay of approaching it? Hitler wondered to himself as he sidestepped the other customers and made to look at a large bar of chocolate beside his
mustache. He heard a quiet, muffled song coming from somewhere in the store and
realized that it was his mustache humming a tune! Oh, the nerve!
"Madam ... " Hitler began, anxiously clearing his throat, and the mustache
turned to him with a startled expression on its face.
"Vhat ist it? Vhat do you vant?" the mustache demanded as it fixed its little pink
hat. Hitler was dumbstruck not only by the mustache's tone of voice, but by the fact
that it pretended not to know him at all! The dictator's blood began to boil, turning
his pale face to a startling crimson.
"You listen to me, you ingrate," he said through clenched teeth, pointing his
finger in the mustache's face. "Eizer you get back on mein face, or I vill put you
back on mein face!" That last bit came out as a sort of shout, and a few concerned
parents turned in the direction of the conversation, protectively placing hands on the
shoulders of their children. Hitler was oblivious to all of this; he cared only about
the blank expression on the mustache's face.
"I beg your pardon!" the mustache cried with indignation, clutching at the pink
pearls around her neck. She made to leave the store, but Hitler wrapped his hand
around one of her plump pink arms. Heavens, his mustache had grown positively
fat!
"Don't you vealize that you are mein own mustache?!" Hitler declared loud
enough for all the candy store to hear, and he was for a moment so relieved to have
clearly stated his case that he didn't see the little pink pocketbook that flew in his
direction and hit him squarely in the jaw, knocking him to the ground. The world
became a shuffling of frenzied feet then, and so Hitler also did not see as the shop
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owner came to the rescue of the little old woman, hitting Hitler over the head with
a rolled-up newspaper and sending the fuming Fuhrer from the shop, where the rain
began to fall harder now and rise up off of him like steam.
"Ach!" Hitler yelled in frustration, losing track of the little pink mustache in the
crowd of candy store patrons. At a loss as to what to do now, Hitler spun on his
heel and made down the street. Once the anger subsided, he thought it best to stick
to his original plan and go straight to the Head of Police to explain the situation.
Surely they would take Hitler's word over that of the mustache. But as he made his
way down darkened sidewalks, the sun blotted out by the impenetrable clouds, inspiration came from above. He decided to instead go to the newspaper offices and
publish an advertisement, giving such a detailed description of the mustache that
anyone who happened to meet it would at once turn it over to Hitler. Ruling this
as the best course of action, he turned a corner and made for the local newspaper,
almost whistling with glee at his brilliant new plan.
Hitler reached his destination shortly and entered the big old building with a
smile, although his collar remained turned up in a shabby attempt to conceal his bare
face . Once inside the newspaper office, he came upon a young clerk who dropped
the pen from his mouth to stare at Hitler in astonishment. Unlike the people at the
candy store, this man clearly recognized Hitler. The Fuhrer was pleased by the young
man's awe and was certain that it would bode well for the advertisement he wished
to place.
"G-good morning, s-s-sir," the desk clerk stumbled over his words. Hitler was
fond of that reaction, too, for there was nothing he enjoyed more than instilling fear
in those around him.
"Good morning. I vish to place an advertisement in ze paper." Hitler stated matter-of-factly, standing tall and straight as if he were conducting important military
business.
"An a-ad?" the clerk asked. "But sir, you are ze-you are Hitler. You needn't p-pplace an ad ... "
"Oh, but I must!" Hitler interrupted, placing both of his hands flat on the surface of the desk that separated the two men. He stared long and hard into the petrified face of the clerk until the young man got it into his head to grab pencil and paper
and wait for Hitler's dictation. The Fuhrer smiled (in as much as he could smile),
and stood up straight again, pacing back and forth across the room with his hands
clasped behind his back.
"URGENT! ATTENTION! PEOPLE OF GERMANY, your Fuhrer und friend,
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one Adolf Hitler, ist in need of your assistance! Heist looking for somezing very important, somezing he has lost, somezing he cannot be vithout! Und he does not doubt
that zis somezing ist looking for him, too, for it ist his very own mustache ... "
"S-s-sorry," the clerk interrupted, looking up from his frantic scribbling. "Did
you say ... m-m-mustache?"
"Yes, mein mustache!" Hitler declared, annoyed at the interruption and beginning to turn a bright red again. "It ist parading about Berlin like some old voman,
und I vill not stand for it!" This last part was said emphatically, punctuated by the
thrusting of one finger into the air, but the clerk could only stare, blinking big blue
eyes at Hitler.
"I don't understand ... " the clerk said.
"Vhat ist not to understand?" Hitler asked. "Vhen I vent to bed last night, mein
mustache was vhere it should be. Und vhen I voke up zis morning, it vas gone! I
found it valking around the streets of Berlin in disguise! As an old voman!" Hitler
thought that he had made himself perfectly clear, but the clerk continued to stare
in puzzlement, causing the Fuhrer to sigh in exasperation and turn down his high
collar, letting the light from the room fall on his bare upper lip. The clerk gasped and
quickly covered his mouth with his hand, as if he were going to vomit.
"I know, I know," Hitler said with a twinkle of sadness in his eyes.
"H-h-how did it cl-disappear?" the young man asked, and Hitler's brows went
from open and wide to dark and furrowed.
"Howze Hell should I know?!" He screamed, flipping his collar back up against
his cheek. "Zat ist vhy I am here! Ve must find mein mustache before it leaves the
city!"
Just then, a man entered through the door behind Hitler, and came up to the
young clerk's desk. Hitler tried his best to ignore the intrusion and carry on with his
business, but he could not take his eyes from the man's face and the glorious mustache
that sat atop his lips. It was as bushy as a broom, in varying shades of gray and brown
and yellow. And so well-manicured, as if he had just been to the barber to have any
loose strands snipped away. Hitler now openly gawked at the thing, and the man took
notice of the attention, smiling in triumph and running his thumb over it.
"Impressive, isn't it?" he boasted to Hitler with a smile. "I vax it everyday vith
a special concoction from mein barber. It ist homemade, very expensive." With these
last words the gentleman pulled an ornate silver box from his pocket and opened it
to a thick yellow balm that smelled ever-so-slightly of apples. "Vould you like to try
a bit?" the man asked, extending the box in Hitler's direction. The dictator became
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furious, his teeth gritting in anger.
"Nein!" he screamed as he smacked the box from the gentleman's hand and
walked from the newspaper office, his advertisement completely forgotten.
Dejected, alone, worn down by his anger and sadness, Hitler wandered the
streets of Berlin for many hours, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders up around
his ears. He passed many people on his journey, and sighed heavily each time they
did not recognize him (which was the case more often than not). Hitler began to pity
himself then. He had worked so hard, toiled day and night to build his empire and
create fear in the hearts of his enemies. And he had been so clean, so organized! He
was the perfect example of what a man should be, ensuring that every shirt was folded properly, every pillowcase ironed just so, every gypsy camp destroyed-why, he
had done everything that divine power told him to do! And yet, he was still without
his beloved mustache. Hitler ruminated over this fact as he kicked a pebble down
the road, coming to the conclusion that this was more than just some accident. His
mustache had disappeared on purpose! Yes, this had the look of witchcraft about
it. If only he could pinpoint the culprit ... Maybe that jealous and petty Mussolini ...
Hitler began to imagine the letter he would send to his "friend" in Italy, declaring his
discovery. "Dear Jerk, I know vhat you did und I know vhere you live ... "
Night had come down upon the city by then, and Hitler found himself full circle,
back at his home. He climbed the steps with a heavy heart and made to open the
front door but it flew open before he could reach it. His maid Heidi, a slender girl
with blond braids down to her waist, had a frantic look about her.
"Sir, zair ist a man here to see you," Heidi said bashfully, turning her eyes to the
ground. "He vont leave. He says he has your mustache."
"Vhat did you say?" Hitler cried as he pushed past Heidi into the home. He
could hardly speak for joy as his eyes landed on the clerk from the newspaper office,
holding a small bundle of white cloth. Hitler approached him reverentially, his hands
spread out before him as if he didn't dare to believe it. The Fuhrer began to praise the
German gods in his head, swearing to thank and repay them for their kindness. All
of Germany would be rewarded for their patience with puppies and kittens. Hitler
saw himself on his balcony, his mustache restored to its rightful place, as he handed
out his prizes of gratitude. "You get a kitten, und you get a kitten-everybody gets a
kitten!"
"S-s-sir. .. " the young man began, but Hitler quickly cut him off.
"Vair did you find it?" the Fuhrer wondered in excitement, his fingers swaying
back and forth as if he were playing an invisible piano.
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"V-very strange," the clerk said. "I vas valking home from verk, z-z-zinking
about ze conversation ve had, v-vhen I s-s-saw somezing in ze Spree. 0-of course,
after our talk, I could think of nothzing but your m-m-m-mustache, so vhen I saw it,
I knew right avay vhat it vas!" It was only after this muddled explanation that Hitler
took notice of the young man's appearance. He was sopping wet, the hems of his
shirt and pants dripping large puddles of water onto the dark wood of the floor.
"You, you ... jumped in after mein mustache?" Hitler was so touched by the
young man's devotion that his eyes began to well with tears and he had to dab at
them furiously. "Allergies," he explained to the perplexed clerk.
"Y-yes, sir. I saved your m-m-mustache," and with that, the clerk opened the
bundle in his hand, pulling one flap up at a time until there was nothing but a clean
white cloth with a small black rectangle in the middle. Oh, but it was a very familiar,
very important rectangle, each and every hair in its proper place as if stuck to a piece
of clear tape. As Hitler delicately picked it up, treating it like the sacred and fragile
wing of a butterfly, his eyes again became glossy. The room fell to a deafening silence
as Hitler stared at his mustache in a sort of hushed awe. Slowly, he brought the rectangle to his lips and gave it a gentle kiss, as if the two were long lost lovers, finally
reunited. Deciding that the Fuhrer wanted to be alone with his beloved mustache, the
newspaper clerk and the maid awkwardly shuffled their feet towards the door.
"Vait!" Hitler called to the clerk, dragging his attention away from the mustache
in his hand. He intended to make something of this newspaper clerk. He was going
to give him land, titles, two kittens, maybe even a place in his army-whatever he
wanted. Perhaps he could marry Heidi and become part of the German aristocracy.
"Vhat ist your name?" The Fuhrer asked quietly, and the clerk's face became stone.
He did not move, save his Adam's Apple bobbing up and down as he swallowed
nervously.
"It does not matter," he replied, this time without his characteristic stutter. Hitler
shook his head and came towards the young man.
"Nonsense!" he said. "You are a hero! Ze people vill vant to zank you for all zat
you have done!" The clerk blinked at Hitler, his expression blank.
"For saving your mustache, you mean?" the clerk asked, and Hitler nodded
empathically.
"Yes, of course, zat ist vhat I mean!" he answered, thinking that perhaps the
young man was a bit slow in the head. "Now tell me, vhat ist your name?" The
clerk's eyes jumped back and forth between Hitler and the maid.
"Daniel," the young man replied. "Daniel Goldstein."
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The Predator
John Keefe

WE FIND OURSELVES NOW IN THE MIND OF A PREDATOR, SO CLOSE TO ITS PREY

it can taste it. It has a mess of straw for hair, and sticks for arms, and its breasts
hang low on its chest like sandbags. Much of its nose is missing, but it can still suck
odor from the air in big, drunken snorts. Its jaw is split; it gasps and gurgles, and
saliva and bloody mucous run down its front. Its tongue lolls from side to side like
a conductor's wand when it staggers, gray from exposure and green from rot. It still
gets rumbling, distant sensations from the ruined organ, thunderheads crackling in
its brain, some of flavor, some of memories, sad and remote and hazed with another
creature's emotion, and it angers the predator as it walks.
But with the prey there is sport, and in the chase there is purpose. The predator is
close now, and its tongue muscles twitch like a bait worm on a hook as it circles the
toolshed and gurgles. It tries loose wallboards, but they hold tight. It pushes against
the door. All of it is immovable, and the mocking smell of prey is everywhere, in languid streams in the air, like a snail's trail, like ectoplasm, seeping through the door.
Gradually, the prey-flavors dissipate and the predator is alone again, with wet
grass smells from the field, and blood smells from its hands, and notes of wet wood-
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smoke from the ruins of the house. The chimney is still standing, the brick is blackened by ash and glazed with mist and rain. The creature approaches the house and
lays its hands on the chimney. We can feel the rough brick through its palms, feel
the brittleness in the finger joints. It moves to the side of the chimney and wanders
through a lonely door frame, still standing bereft of wall. The floor is hardwood,
now dusted with dirt and ash. Puddles have formed in the nooks and craters of the
wreckage. Nails and glass clutter here and there, and the predator's feet pick them up
and leave blood in their place. There is a bookcase, now an ash-case. There is a fridge
that melted into a tan, man-height blob. There are pieces of ceiling, and suggestions
of hallways and room dividers and the twisted gnarls of what used to be houseplants
and always, always wind. Lightning in the sky, and the rain begins in earnest, and the
house is cascades and canals.
The smell of it all is overwhelming to the predator. We feel its ruinous heart
swell, and a wash of emotions, fragrant with memory. A house there was, once, with
many fires inside it (candles), with a toolshed and a blue door, with a warm bed, with
a warm furnace. Memory fills the creature far beyond its limit, and it fizzes like a
sparkplug and shuts down. For a while, we sit in silence, in its black, empty brain.
All at once, the creature is awake again, on the floor, with glass in its straw-hair
and water soaking into its shirt. It rises, sucking in the air through its cleft jaw and
its nose-hole, drooling and gurgling and wide-eyed. There was a sound: the predator
heard it, though we didn't. There was a sound-like a door being opened.
We are running with the creature, so fast, numb in the pouring rain but warm
with hunter's euphoria. It goes through the doorframe and out into the grass. The
toolshed's door hangs open in the wind. In the field beyond, a small creature, skinny
and starved, pauses and stares. Their eyes meet. Predator and prey. And any lingering
notes of memories of candles and beds are forgotten, deleted, washed away in the
tidal wave of hatred and joy.
The chase is short. Our prey is weak. We come upon it in the rainy field, making
small noises, crawling in the mud. It smells like piss and shit and fear, and there is
strength enough in our brittle fingers for what we have to do. We are not stomach-hungry. The hunger is in our mind.
The predator cannot eat, not with the split in its jaw. But it tries.
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Friends for Summer
Anya -Lisa D. Washington

SOME FOLKS ACT LIKE THEY KNOW YOU BETTER THAN YOU KNOW YOUR OWN SELF.

It's like all my life I been see-through. People say I wear my heart on my sleeve. They
say: "Girl, you is too nice." "You a good one." The type of compliments that say the
people talkin' ain't really your friends. Yeah, 'specially if they rollin' they neck and
makin' they mouth look all pinched. Oh, and really especially if they lookin' at the
other girl when they <loin' it. "You betta den me, 'cause I woulda-." I be wantin' to
ask them: What you woulda done?
My town ain't the kinda place you walk through and hear jazz music, unless it's
the summertime an' you at the Stevie Hunter Fest. But still, ain't nothin' jazzy about
living here. That's why folks always saying: "I can't wait 'til I get out." Like they in
prison or somethin' . And I still hear them sayin' it, even when they at the mall, in
the fittin' rooms, pickin' out they outfits for the Stevie Hunter Fest, gettin' ready for
another July. And they ain't goin' nowhere far. If you ask me, people out here is just
too busy. Always <loin' something, but never <loin' nothin' right.
The latest bullshit that niggas been pullin' out here is this thing called smashand-grabs. That's when one or more delinquents, usually juvenile-like Roya 'nem,
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and her whole family, basically-shatter somebody's store front window, run in and
steal some shit, and hurry up and run out. Or it can be somebody car.
And that's why we was sittin' on the porch that day. 'Cause Ed dumb ass decided to join in that foolishness. Now he on house arrest. And in order for all of us to
be together -'cause he was my boyfriend, and Becca an Israel was gain' together
then-we had to stay within fifty feet of that black box with the blinking red light,
or the alarm on his ankle bracelet woulda went off. I didn't really give a damn he
had that bracelet. I gave him some more stickers to put on it, since I seen him with a
black-and-yellow Batman one. So then he had some yellow stars to put on the strap.
I guess folks think I'm supposed to be dumb or somethin'. But that just ain't the
case. I knew he wasn't a good influence. Stealing is bad, I get it. Didn't we learn that
shit in the third grade? Vandalism too. Duh mothafucka, replacin' windows ain't
s'pose to be cheap. Besides, Casey's shoulda already had bulletproof glass, the way
those niggas had been shootin' that summer.
It was me and Edgar, Becca and Israel. We was all sittin' on the stairs in front of

the door in the back parking lot of my apartment complex. I had only lived there for
a couple months. But since Edgar was on house arrest and couldn't go far, we made a
habit of sittin' outside on the back steps. But I think I already said that. It was really
more of a platform than a porch. Pretty much, it was just a wide concrete block with
a step, really. Edgar was sittin' on the left side with his feet on the bottom step, and I
was sittin' on that bottom step leaned back on his chest. And he had his arms hugged
all across me 'cause we was a cute couple and everybody knew it. Israel was in the
middle and Becca was on the other side of him. They was cute too but not as cute as
us.

It was the summer before my thirteenth birthday. The clouds was all pretty and
white and fluffy. But I ain't gonna lie, it was hot as hell. And sunny. But my shades
had the arm broke off them, so I left those broke things in the house. The ground
was so hot that Israel ran in his and Edgar apartment and got a egg to prove to Becca
that the picture of the caveman hangin' on the wall in Mrs. Harper art class, the one
where he cookin' eggs in a cast iron skillet is so wrong. 'Cause he say cavemen didn't
use no dishes in the summertime. And them black specks actually wasn't pepper, they
was dirt. So he cracked the egg and it proved his point, 'cause the white part did get
cooked even though the baby chicken part didn't. Even though it was literally sizzlin'

hot, for some reason, Israel, crazy as he is, was wearing a brown fur vest over his
bare skin. His chest was all shimmery and shiny with sweat. But he still kept it on.
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And I wanted to know why.
"Boy, what the hell you got on?" I asked Israel.
"How many times do I have to tell you? Stop askin' questions about things you
don't understand." He always been like that, the type to answer a question with a
question or say somethin' to trick your mind and stuff. So I ain't really understand
what he meant.
"What!?" I just shook my head and let it go. 'Cause tryna figure out his riddles
can drive a pretty girl real ugly, and I ain't tryna have that problem, never!
"Oh my God, neva mind!" I said. Then I folded my hands under my chin like we
usta have to do in pictures when me and my sisters was little girls, to seem ladylike.
Then I smiled 'cause I knew he was gonna like that I was finna use a big word.
"That question was rhetorical," I said, rollin' my eyes.
But anyways. So we all just sittin' there, talkin' and jokin' as usual. Becca was
bein' her usual self; checkin' out her reflection all up in the pink compact mirror
that she always be carryin' in her purse, applyin' lip gloss to her already glistenin'
lips, and combin' through her dirty blond bangs with her fingers. My mama say she
vain. I stared at the side of her face until she felt me looking' and glanced over her
shoulder at me.
"Problem?" Becca asked with an eyebrow raised.
"Yes, I'm tired."
"Tired of what?" she asked with her mouth all twisted up. Then I really had to
give it to her 'cause she had been stayin' with me and my mama and my little sisters
for like two or three weeks and was makin' my nervous system 'bouta malfunction
or somethin'.
"Tired of you changin' yo' clothes twelve times a day. Tired of you hackin' in
your sleep like a damn cat with a fur ball stuck in its throat. You shoulda told me
you was gonna be keepin' me from my beauty rest!" I used the back of my hand to
flick my phony-pony over towards her, but just ended up gettin' it in Edgar's mouth,
makin' him say: "Dang girl, watch that weave!" Then I had to let him know I don't
wear no weave 'cause I ain't bald-headed like his ex-girlfriend. Then I turned my
attention back to Becca and continued:
"But most of all, tired of you looking in that damn mirror. If you bring it out of
your purse one more time I'm gonna break it," I threatened, miming the action with
my clenched fists.
Then she said: "Well baby, it looks like you're gonna need to take a nap because
I'm gonna keep doing all of the things you just said." She waved her hand in the air
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and wiggled her fingers like some kind of interpretive dancer in a Broadway play.
I leaned my head back onto Edgar's chest, looked up at him and purred. Purrrr ...
"She's a feisty little Kitty, ain't she?" I said, watching him pull a strand of my hair
from his juicy pink lips.
Kitty was the name I called her when we played like this. I started calling Becca
"Kitty" the first time I saw her tell somebody off. I had never known a white girl so
damn feisty. This girl loved to have a good time. And to her, a good time was telling
anyone who pissed her off exactly what was on her mind. She was catty and never
backed down from a fight. It ain't matter how old the person was, if it was a boy or
a girl, grown-ass woman or man. And it ain't matter where we was at.
One time we went to church with her case worker who name I still don't know
'cause I only knew her by "the Bitch," 'cause that's what Becca was always callin' her.
We was in the church pews and "the Bitch" musta whispered something to her that
she ain't feel too good about, 'cause the only thing I remember is Becca stood up,
slapped "the Bitch," and yelled, "You can suck a dick!" before she grabbed my arm
and dragged me behind as she ran out the doors, makin' them church people look
at both us like hoodlums. Oh yeah, then there was the time when she threatened to
flick the dot off of the head of this Hindu girl on the school bus. Oh my god! Lemme
tell you 'bout that.
We could hear the last bell ringin' as we was walkin' out them heavy double
doors. We had decided to ditch eighth period. "Algebra. Who needs math?" Becca
said. So Becca thought we would be the first ones on the bus, but when we got on,
the Hindu girl was in our seat. Now, we ain't have no assigned seats or nothin', but
me and Becca always sat in the third seat from the back, on the left side, and she
wasn't finna let no girl with no furry red dot on her head mess up our routine.
"Uh, you gotta move." Becca stood over the girl, trappin' her in with her arms
holdin' on to the top parts of our seat and the one in front of the girl. Then the girl
had looked up, stared at me, and then real bold, into Becca's eyes with her brown
eyes squinted. But then she focused her attention back to the book she was reading.
I raised my eyebrows, thinkin' in my mind, She must got a death wish, 'cause I knew
Becca was not finna go for no kinda disrespect like that.
"I know you ain't just gonna ignore me, little girl." Becca leaned in so close to the
girl I was for sure she knew Becca had pizza for lunch and could still hear the root
beer fizzin' on her tongue. But the girl continued to stare into her book and when she
licked her index finger and turned the page, Becca snapped. Her breathing started
getting all heavy like one of them cartoon monsters when they faces turn red from
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chin to forehead like a thermometer, and cloudy puffs of smoke start comin' from
they ears. The girl didn't seem at all intimidated by the fact that Becca was bigger
than her. I recognized the girl from our science class, so I know she wasn't no fool.
She knew about Becca's reputation. My girl loved to fight during lunch period. There
was less teachers around and more space than in the classrooms, plus it was lots of
messy foods to throw and make the fight look more fun.
"Look," Becca said, breathin' steady like she was tryna stay calm. "Just get up."
The girl licked her finger another time, turned the page, and answered. "There
are no assigned seats. I'm not moving."
"Look, little girl. You better get up before I flick that damn dot off yo' head."
The girl closed her book and ran a couple fingers over the brick red bindi between her perfect eyebrows. She placed her book under her arm, and stood, slingin'
her backpack across her shoulder. Becca opened the trap gate she had formed with
her arms and I stepped to the side to let the girl through. I raised my eyebrows 'cause
I was surprised and thought homegirl was ready to fight. I remember sittin' down
thinkin', she must really like that dot.
But aside from all that-her attitude, loose tongue, regardless of how she treated
anybody else-I always knew she had my back. It didn't matter that she was only
a year older than me; I really looked up to her. She taught me the things my mama
never had the time to teach me. Like always keep at least one pad or tamponwhichever one's yo' persuasion-in each one of your purses, even if you not using
that purse. So you always be prepared for a emergency. And remember your fellow
rag recipients-that's other girls who get they period. Even if you're not on your rag,
you should keep one for the unprepared and or unexpectin' girl on hers.
Becca was savvier on sex than any girl I knew, and would talk openly about it.
How to pack a ho kit, through the nose, she'd say. And it was crazy, 'cause she was
no less of a virgin than I was. Those conversations were always interestin'. I still
don't know what she was talkin' 'bout when she said that about the nose. I was
confused, but it was fun listenin' to her stories.
Ed kissed me on my cheekbone, nodded and said, "I like 'em feisty!"
Becca folded the mirror and put it into her purse. And we all started screamin'
laughin'.
Just seconds later, it seemed, Samuel, Becca's ex-boyfriend, came walkin' from
around the front of the house. Even though Samuel was Becca's ex from last year,
there had been rumors floatin' around the complex that the friend he was always
there to visit, Kevin, was more than just a friend and that they were doing a whole
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lot more than just playin' video games and blastin' that loud music everybody could
feel in they kitchen under they bare feet when they was cookin'.
We all stared his way as he approached, bendin' the corner like a detective or
somethin'. His pace was brisk, like he was late for a business meetin'. He walked up
close, stopped in front of Becca and shouted: "Wanna disrespect a grown man?"
His face looked all red, mixed with that super-tan brown that Latino kids get
when they been playin' at the park on all the hottest days in the summer.
Just as he finished his last word, he cocked his fist back and Popi-socked her
right in one of her big brown eyes. Her chubby cheek jiggled and her head jolted
back like a inflatable speed bag. It sounded like somebody had blew up a paper
bag and busted it by my ear, it was so loud. She cupped her eye with her palm then
curled her pink polished index finger to wipe the tear that dripped from her bottom
lid. Then she popped up and stood eye level with Samuel and shoved him at his
shoulders. The twig that he was, 'cause that boy sho' was skinny, he stumbled back
a foot or so, kicking up some dirt from the dry patch in the grass where he was
standing.
Israel jumped up, tossin' his vest onto the concrete. He stepped in between Becca
and Samuel with his bare chest touchin' the fabric on Samuel's white wife-beater.
And it's crazy that's what he was wearin'. I'm not makin' this up. Lookin' Sam right
in his eyes, Israel reached a hand behind him and gently pushed Becca back onto the
step into a seated position. Immediately, I could see Becca's ivory face had turned
red, and the skin around her eye had started to swell.
I could tell she was pissed, but even more than that, I could tell by the way she
held her head down that she was embarrassed. Up until that day, I didn't think it
was a quality she possessed. My heart grew heavy for her. Now that I come to think
about it, Samuels's ugly ass has always been a toy soldier. A wannabe roughneck.
He would sit up and talk shit to people, but when it came time for those people to
retaliate he would always want to kiss and make up. Well, he chose the wrong one
that day. Really, what kind of coward hits a girl?
Israel stared into Samuel's eyes as he cocked his head toward the middle of the
parkin' lot, motionin' for him to meet him there. When they both reached the center
of the lot they squared up.
I glared over at Becca's face, all red and swollen and bruised around the eye like
it was. By that time me and Edgar had stopped being cute and hugged up and we
was just sitting there, regular. Only I had my mouth hangin' wide open 'cause I was
so surprised at what just happened and felt helpless 'cause I really ain't know what
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to do. Edgar ain't say nothin' neither. But then I looked at her face again and decided
she needed ice.
I jumped up from the step, over Edgar's bent leg, to Becca and hugged her shoulders. I stood, opened the door and ran up the three flights of stairs to my apartment.
Ice, ice, ice. Oh my God, Oh my God. I sprinted up the stairs barely grazing each one
with the soles of my tennis shoes.
When I reached the apartment door I threw it open, not even realizing how hard
I was breathing. Ice, ice, ice. Thoughts ran wild through my head like school kids let
out for recess. I was scared. I knew it was a bad idea. We shouldn't have done it. But
why would he go after her and not me. It was all my idea and it got her punched.
I managed to find the kitchen. There I wrapped some ice up in a dish towel. Mama
always said karma was a bitch.
We were bored. He was weird. I didn't mean to hurt Kevin's feelings or anything.
I just thought it would be funny if we dressed up like him. He had that long braid
for a beard. The idea came to me after I had finished braiding my sister's hair. There
was a piece of weave left in the pack so I braided it up, held it to my chin and joked,
"Look, I'm Kevin." I guess one of the little kids in the complex told him we were
walking around dressed like him. 'Cause I swear he was s'pose to be gone to work
that time of day.
I slammed the door behind me and started back down the steps.
"Here, Kitty." I held the towel out to Becca.
For some reason I thought she might start crying. Maybe 'cause that's what I
woulda did. She ain't cry though. Instead she accepted the ice and held it over her
eye. Since Israel was handling business, I figured it was my duty to console her. So I
sat down in the space between her and Edgar, scooted in closer to her and threw my
arms around her shoulders.
"Aye, Becca?" Edgar asked. "Why dude just hit you like that?"
I cut my eyes at him, signalin' that it probably wasn't the right time to ask her
that. But when she didn't answer, he just ignored me and asked again.
"Why he hit you?" He wiped sweat from his hairline then swatted at a fly circlin' his head. "You ain't gotta answer. I just know dude a coward for hittin' a girl.
That's some punk-ass bullshit." He shook his head then reached over to pat her on
the knee.
But the question was in my mind by then, and I was thinkin' back to the day we
dressed up like Kevin. I wanted to know, too. So when she didn't answer the second
time, I decided to ask her myself.
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"Yeah, Becca," I said rubbing her back. "Why did he hit you? Do you even
know?"
Becca looked up at me from around the makeshift icepack. When her 'good eye'
settled at my eyes, she shrugged her shoulders and smacked her lips.
"He said I need to stop playing with grown men," she said with her usual
attitude.
"And what's that supposed to mean?" I asked, looking across the lot and over at
Samuel and Israel. Both guys were sweating profusely. They had been fightin' for I'll
say, no more than a minute or so, but Samuel's puny arms were already getting too
heavy for him to hold up. Every time Israel hurled a jab, Samuel would catch it with
a different part of his face. By this time we were all starin' at them.
"Do you think it have somethin' to do with us dressin' up like Kevin that one
day?" I asked, soundin' sad like I was the one with the black eye. She giggled a little
bit, under her breath then shook her head.
Edgar was sprawled back over the porch with his elbows on the concrete: he
had been watchin' the fight since it started. Decidin' Israel needed some coachin', he
cupped his mouth, formin' a megaphone with his hands, and funneled his words out
into the parkin' lot.
"Aye bro, just knock that nigga out and be done!" Israel, who was about six
feet and at least six inches taller than Samuel could have easily knocked him out a
long time ago. I think he just wanted to give Becca a show. And she was enjoyin' it.
She watched and smirked while Samuel slid on the gravel and struggled to keep up
with Israel. Israel ended up finally knockin' Samuel out and leavin' him there on the
gravel.
"If you don't wanna talk about it, it's cool. How your eye feel?" I asked Becca,
rememberin' we was talkin'.
"It's good. Star, you know I'm a soldier." She smiled and stretched her arm across
my shoulder. We sat there quiet for a couple seconds until Becca decided she had seen
enough of the fight and cocked her head to the door for us to go in.
That summer was crazy, and I'll never forget it. Becca had to move out a week
after the fight. Turns out, she was lyin' when she had told me that her foster mama
kicked her out. The police that came to our apartment to get her told my mama and
me that she had actually run away from the foster home.
I remember her talkin' 'bout some cats that stanked up the whole house there,
and how she couldn't stand the smell. That's the part that was a hundred percent
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better 'bout my place. But, she said she missed her little foster sisters and brothers
and even showed me a picture, sayin' she wish she could go back. So that story just
ain't make no sense to me. Not until Edgar got off of house arrest and just told me
one day while we was arguin' and a few steps from breakin' up with each other that
the Casey's where he did the smash-and-grab was the one that Samuel's daddy owns.
And that it wasn't just him and that boy Rodney that broke in it. It was Becca too.
And it was her idea. But she hid in some cabinets above a sink in the backroom when
the police had came. And that's why she had ran away from her foster home, 'cause
her and her play mama had got into a argument that had led to a fight that led to the
lady needin' to get stitches right on the bottom of her chin.
Apparently, they was fightin' in the kitchen over Becca bein' too young to be out
late with boys. And when she had called Becca a little hoochie, she snapped, grabbed
a real big handful of that lady thick brown hair and banged her head on the counter.
And that's why she needed to get them stiches in her chin.
But that's not even the worst part. The worst part is I found out that she was
thirteen, only a year older than me, and she was not a virgin. She was actually bein'
with my boyfriend that night after they broke into Samuel's daddy store. That's the
part Edgar ain't tell me. That's the part Israel told me after he ran out they apartment
real mad one day sayin': "Family be the ones to stab you in the back."
That summer is long over now, but it was one of the signs that should've revealed to me the type of friend Becca really was. She lived with me and my mama
for six weeks before getting picked up by the cops. Honestly, I never really believed
she got kicked out, because it ain't never make no sense to me how somebody who
gettin' paid to have you gonna be able to leave you homeless. But I was too busy
lookin' for a thrill to open my eyes and see it. She was bad news from the beginning.
But there were so many good things she taught me. So much fun we shared.
A few days after the cops picked her up, she called.
"I'm in Amber Fields," she said. "It's nice out here. You're coming to visit."
In that one week she had been gone, at least five people had come to me sayin'
all the details about what she had told them about me. All untrue. Twisted truths.
Flat out lies. Becca said this, Becca said that: "You know that white girl told so 'n so
you ... "
You know, life has a funny way of makin' you appreciate things. Then I was
a whole summer younger, inexperienced, gullible, and too damn impressionable. I
mean, it's cool bein' optimistic and positive and all that Disney shit, but now I un-
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derstand why you gotta take the good with the bad. And you gotta know yourself.
In life, you'll come across people who will be able to look at you and see your
weaknesses. Mine was only bein' able to see the good in people, focusin' with the
wrong lens. Admirin' and idolizin' ordinary folks. "Some people will treat you kind
and buy you things. Even steal for you. Then turn around and spread nasty rumors
about you. These people are called predators, low-lifes, imposters, tricksters, Beccas." That's what my mama had told me one day when she had saw me cryin' in my
room.
After Becca moved I found out she had spread rumors about me not only to the
people in my neighborhood, but to people she knew, people who I had never even
met. According to her, I had accepted rides from guys, slept with them and more. I
even heard from an old classmate that she told her that I sent pictures of myself to
her boyfriend. And in them pictures I had on a mint-colored bra and mix-matched
panties. I kind of wish I had did that. Shit, that mint-colored bra sounded really cute.
But I didn't. Another thing I heard was I had gotten into a argument with some girl
named Iffath on the school bus one day, threatened to flick the dot off of her head.
Becca was no friend. She was just a phony girl with a vivid imagination who liked to
play like she was somebody friend.
Becca was gone, free to start over and live a brand new life in her new town with
her new foster family. But I was left to face my demons head on. Head on without a
helmet. Everywhere I went I had Becca's imagined skeletons fallin' out over me. But
believe me, my day will come. Revenge is sweet like little boys and girls is to monsters.
Becca invited me to visit her in Amber Fields, and that's just what I'm gonna be <loin'.
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January and July
Jordan Bray

ONCE LONG AGO IN THE VILLAGE WHERE THE MONTHS LIVED, JANUARY GREW

envious of his brother July and plotted to steal summer's glory for his own.
Since the beginning, on the last night of every month, a festival was held during
which the next brother would ascend to the Tempus Throne. The throne of woven
branches sat in the exact middle of the perfectly circular village. Twelve broad thoroughfares, placed like hour marks on a clock, met in the throne's central clearing
where the festivities reached their joyous pinnacle. And of the celebrations, no festival could match the wild merriment that came with the rising of July. Every villager flocked to see the umber-skinned month with hair like sunlight as he marched
through the village holding his broad shoulders tall and proud. His ceremonial vestments-a golden robe, a ruby pendant, and a crown of blooming white water lilieswould glow in the flickering light of bonfires as he strode by the enraptured crowd.
After they had all seen him, he would settle into the throne, its branches covered in
a coat of lush green leaves, then flash a smile like daybreak and the villagers would
let loose cheers loud enough to make your ears ring. All night they would drink beer
they'd brewed in the noonday sun, roast whole animals that had been fattened by
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summer's bounty, and sing songs of their love for July.
The celebrations for May, June, and August were lively affairs as well. The crops
gave generously and nights were pleasant and starry. December's coronations were
quieter, but still enjoyable as everyone huddled close together for warmth while
thinking pleasant thoughts of the holidays to come. Fewer villagers came out to see
February, but those who did were hearty sorts with broad smiles, eager for the approaching spring.
No one, however, came to January's coronation.
Every time the pale, spindly month shuffled through the village, its silent houses
glazed with ice and blanketed with snow, the streets would remain empty and barren. He would draw his winter-blue robes around his shoulders and hunch his back
as he peered from window to window looking for some sign of life, never finding
any. Only howling wind and swirling flurries would greet him as he sank onto the
throne, its branches now twisted and dead. For hours he would slouch against the
rough bark, his eyes searching each thoroughfare for even the shadow of a villager,
but none of them ever came. Only July-always late-appeared at January's ascensions. He would bring with him a mug of beer and flash a bright smile that January
knew was meant to mock him. Every time January tried to take the mug, the golden
liquid froze, making July laugh in great peals like thunder.
"Ah, what a dismal month this is," July would say looking over the glistening
ice. "No wonder the villagers do not venture from the warmth and safety of their
homes."
January would sink lower in the throne.
"Perhaps next year," July would muse.
The first few times, January, hopeful, turned to look at his brother with a feeling
of lightness blooming in his chest. He soon learned better.
"I wouldn't count on it, though." July would laugh again and slap his brother on
the back, then walk home down the seventh snow-coated thoroughfare.
One year, January sat on the throne for a full week, certain that at least one
villager would venture forth from their home at some point. As each day passed,
the clouds grew darker, the winds bit more deeply, and the frost hardened until it
felt like stone. Soon his vestments-the blue robe, a blood-red garnet pendant, and
a crown of fragile, weeping snowdrops-were invisible under sheaths of crystalline
ice. Finally January, his pale face frozen in a grimace, slunk back home and curled
up on a bed made of packed snow.
"Everyone hates me," January said. The walls of his ice house shimmered back
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at him like a sympathetic friend. "It's not my fault my month is cold. It's just the way
of things. The trees and animals have to rest. And without me those rotten villagers
would have their way with the land every day of the year. They'd always be plowing
and cutting and hunting and burning, as if only what they want and they need ever
mattered." He rolled onto his back. Clouds swirled across his ceiling in an agitated
gray sea. "And their precious spring and summer wouldn't be so great if they didn't
have me to make them so thankful for it. What would warmth and stuffed bellies
mean to them if they didn't know cold and hunger? But they only love their treasured July."
January pounded his fists on the hard, cold surface of his bed. "They cheer for
him as if he were the only month that ever mattered, as if only July brings any joy
to their pathetic lives." He tore off his bed and charged toward his jagged ice mirror.
"They should love me," he yelled.
But when he saw the thin, translucent face that peered back at him, cheeks hollow, nose dripping down his face like an icicle, features worn and pointed from harsh
winter winds, he knew why they didn't love him. Even his disheveled vestments signaled nothing but doom.
Ice, blood, and tears.
Not like July whose robes were made of sunlight, whose pendant looked like the
sky at red twilight, and whose crown was as green and alive as a summer field after
a rain. Those vestments radiated hope and life and joy. If only January had raiment
like that. Then maybe the villagers would cheer for him the way theyJanuary's angular backbone snapped straight as lightning danced through his
head. If he wore July's things, and he rose to the throne during July's ceremony, the
villagers would shower him with the adoration he'd always deserved. They should
have heaped praise on him of their own accord, but he would force it from them if
he had to. And if he humbled July in the process, January supposed that wouldn't be
all bad. The pale month grinned and decided to bide his time until the day of July's
coronation.
When the day came, January trudged through the now balmy village to visit
July. The world was alive, all green and pink and yellow. Garlands of flowers were
draped around necks and windowsills. Laughing and yelling children scampered
about. Mothers sat in the golden sunlight and sang to babies cradled in their arms.
Men chopped wood or gathered together and drank beer so strong that January
could smell barley in the air. Though he'd seen it before, he could not believe this village was the same barren, white town he shuffled through on the cold dark mornings
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of his month. The only white he saw that afternoon was a kite gliding through the
clear sky in the distance.
Everything changed when the villagers spotted January. Children came to skittering halts in front of him, took a few steps back, then ran off as fast as they could
in the other direction. Mothers stopped singing and closed their windows when he
walked by. From inside, he could hear the cries of their infants. As much as he wanted to believe the howls of the babies were the result of poor parenting, in his heart
he knew better. The men froze as soon as they saw him, only moving their eyes to
follow the pale, spindly month.
"Lovely day, huh?" January said to a clump of men, their mugs hovering in the
air just below their lips. One man's mug began to tremble and spill amber drops of
beer.
"Morons," said January under his breath. He continued to make his way through
the village. The trek through the chirping, teeming streets dragged on as if his father
had slowed down time just to torture him. There was a nail in his heart and every
slammed door or child's scream worked like a hammer, driving the nail in deeper and
further. Though he was dripping with sweat from the heat, January gripped his robes
tighter and bent down in hopes that he could make himself invisible. Just when he
thought he would have to flee back to his icy home, he passed the last huts on the
outskirts of the town and crossed into July's clearing. In the middle of an eternally
green field sat a brown canvas tent, its entrance flaps swishing in the wind. January
shambled to the flaps and called into the dark opening.
"July," he shouted. "We need to talk."
"Who summons me?" His brother's voice boomed out from inside.
"It's January. Let me in."
"I have neither doors nor locks, brother. Please, join me."
January curled his lips. "Please, join me," he muttered to himself. He parted the
flaps and entered.
Inside, January found himself staring at an idyllic pond during the height of
summer. Tall cattails bobbed next to the glass-smooth water in a gentle warm breeze,
frogs croaked musically, and the sun shone down from a blue sky in place of a canvas tent ceiling. A hot breeze rushed over the grass like invisible fingers bending the
stalks. January loosened his robes and glanced about for his brother.
"Don't make me search for you," he said.
From the center of the pond, July burst forth, cutting through the still surface in
a rushing geyser. As he rose into the air and reached the peak of his ascent, he twist-
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ed into an easy dive and knifed back into the water. With quick strokes he darted
through the pond like an otter toward the sandy shore.
"Show-off," January muttered. He crossed his arms and waited for July to stroll
up the beach toward him.
"It is so good to see you, my brother." July shook himself off like a wet dog,
spraying water all over January.
"You inconsiderate ... ," January mumbled. He drew a hand slowly down his face
to wipe off the water.
"What did you say?"
The smile that crawled across his face felt strange and out of place. "I said: you
must be excited about your coronation."
"Ah," July let out a satisfied sigh. "Though it comes with many responsibilities,
I confess I do love my time on the throne."
"Yes, yes, you're very special." January peered around the room, looking for the
place where someone like July might hold important things, but saw only the peaceful landscape of the pond waving back at him. "Tell me, where do you keep your
vestments?"
July tilted his head and frowned. "Why do you want to know?"
January's hands curled into fists, but he kept smiling. "Because you're always
nice enough to come to my celebration when no one else is. You even bring me a mug
of beer, and-"
"Yes," July laughed. "And it always freezes."
"Yes, right. So-"
"You try to drink it, but it is ice before you can." He held his sides with his
brawny arms.
"I know. Anyway-"
"When you try to sip it, you cannot because it stays in the mug, frozen solid."
"Anyway." January raised his voice to silence his brother's guffaws. "I thought I
could do something for you. Return the kindness. Maybe smooth the wrinkles out
of your robes, polish the ruby pendant, and water the lily crown."
"What kindness you show to me." July's laughter faded and his eyes glimmered.
He waved a hand and yellow light flared beside them as a carved wooden chest appeared from thin air. "My ceremonial garb lies in there."
July's large hand settled on January's bony shoulder. "You will have a place of
honor at my side tonight."
A small crack formed in January's resolve. He'd been harsh, perhaps. July was
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a little thickheaded, but still his brother. The others hardly noticed him. But July at
least came to his ceremony and he would speak with January beyond quick, reluctant "hellos" he got from their other siblings. Maybe January could accept being
ignored and hated if he had at least one brother who cared about him.
"And then, maybe we will have a beer," July laughed again.
January froze him with the touch of a single finger. Ice coated July, leaving him
trapped with his mouth still wide with mirth and eyes crinkled shut.
"Idiot," January said. He snorted at the imprisoned July, then walked over to
the chest. Golden light spilled out as soon as he opened it, revealing the three ceremonial objects of July's office. January's slow, cold heart began to beat a little faster
as he slipped on the golden robe, the shining ruby pendant, and finally the white lily
crown. He strolled back to the pond, walking taller and feeling stronger than he ever
had before. Though the reflection that looked back at him still had hollow cheeks
and a nose like an icicle, January thought he could see a faint tan forming on his skin
and a few streaks of sunlight blond weaving through his black hair.
"I look better than he ever did." January smiled, turned away from the pond, and
went to greet his public.
When he first strode into the center of town, a wild cry went up from the villagers. The smell of roasting meat and wood smoke filled January's nose while the love
and affection washed over him. A warmth that he'd never felt before spread across
him, making his limbs feel looser and freer. He raised his hands and gestured toward
himself as if he were trying to draw the cheers closer.
"Thank you," January said. "Thank you. What a glorious day."
January continued to bask in the adoration until he reached the throne's raised
platform and realized the crowd had gone silent. His smile faded and he turned
around.
"What's wrong with all of you?" asked January.
Uncertain, frowning faces stared back at him.
"Have you all gone stupid? You're supposed to celebrate me." He jabbed a finger
at his chest. "Your favorite month."
A small boy with shaggy black hair and a tiny pink nose shuffled forward. His
mother tried to stop him, but when she met January's cold blue gaze, she fainted. The
boy approached the platform.
"Come to thank me personally, eh?" January said. He slid onto the throne and
glared at the rest of the quietly watching villagers.
The boy studied January for a moment, then shook his head. "You aren't July,"
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he said.
"What do you mean?" January turned his attention back to the boy.
"You're all pale and skinny."
"Don't be a fool."
"The throne's dead too." The boy pointed a thin finger in January's direction.
January looked down and sure enough found that the branches of the throne
had turned barren and dark, the way they did when he ascended. The month leaned
forward .
"Oh yes?" January said. He took July's golden robes and shook them at the boy.
"See my robe?" He dangled the ruby pendant. "See my ruby?" He tilted the crown.
"See my crown? Only July has those things, therefore I must be July and you're just
a pig-headed little boy who doesn't know anything."
The boy stepped back as though he'd been struck, then lowered his head and
trudged back toward the crowd.
January leapt off the throne and slashed his arms through the air. "You're all just
foul-smelling dimwits without the sense of a cow."
Some of the villagers' mouths fell open, but still they said nothing.
"None of you knows anything."
"And what about me?" A familiar, rich voice sounded from behind January.
January turned slowly as his stomach sank to his toes. His father, Time, stood
behind the throne, arms akimbo, tapping his foot.
"Father," January held out his hands. "July asked me to-"
"You froze him and stole his vestments, didn't you?" Father Time asked.
"You have no proof of that."
"And what will July tell me?"
"Well, you can't take his word, can you? He's obviously biased."
Father Time shook his head, his long white beard swishing like a tail. "As soon
as I felt a chill in my bones, I knew what .had happened."
"Did you?" January brought his hands down. "Had to be January, of course.
Who else could it be, right?"
Father Time's hands slipped off his waist. "January ... "
"You'd know, since you spend so much time with your children."
"I have many duties." Time nodded his head toward January. "As do you. You
must end this nonsense."
"Fine." January tore the crown off his head and threw it at his father's feet, followed by the pendant and the robe. "Give these back to your precious July. Let the
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idiot villagers go back to worshipping that clod. I'll just return to my frozen home
and wait for the next year when I can stumble out onto empty, ice-covered streets
and sit on a dead throne all by myself."
Now that January wore only tattered shorts, the villagers could see his sunken,
pale chest rising and falling. "And that's the way it will be for the rest of eternity."
January started to stalk off.
Father Time reached out a hand. "Wait, son ... "
January wheeled back. "Or maybe I won't come at all. Then we'll see how much
everyone misses me."
With that, January fled back to his home where he folded himself into a corner
and thought dark thoughts until a knock came at his door.
"Go away," January yelled. "Or I'll turn you into a snowman."
"It is me, brother," said July. "And you have already done that."
A bitter chuckle came from January. "Of course. I'll let you right in." January did
not move.
"We must speak, January."
"Go away."
"I can wait forever if I must."
"Amazing. So can I."
"Do not make me force my way in."
"I'd like to see you try, bark-for-brains."
There was silence for a moment.
"Please, brother," said July.
January grimaced, but waved a hand and opened the frozen door. July strode in,
his tan skin a little paler than usual and no grin on his face. He walked over to where
January sat huddled in the corner.
"Father wanted to come," said July. "But I asked him to let me speak in his
stead."
"Well, isn't this my lucky day?" January did not look at his brother.
"What you did to me was very unkind," July said.
"Oh yes," January's head bobbed as he spoke. "A curse on anyone who would
harm the great July." He sank back into his crouched huddle. "Maybe you should
take over all the months. Then there could be toasts to your glory all year round.
Those simpletons wouldn't miss the rest of us."
July sighed. "You must not abandon your post, brother."
"I can if I'd like. It makes no difference to the peons. And you can find someone
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else to mock with your false gifts."
July's lips parted, then closed and he lowered his head. "I am sorry they do not
appreciate you, and I am sorry that I made sport of you."
January turned to July, drawing his head away from his brother.
"But we do not do what we do for adoration. We rotate the months because that
is the way things must unfold. Without January the trees and animals would have
no rest or respite from man's constant demands. And the villagers would not truly
appreciate the months they-" July sighed-"unfairly love better. They would not
have a reason to huddle together against the cold and be closer than they are at any
other time."
"No one else sees it that way." January brought his legs in closer.
"You should have come to me, brother, and told me what was in your heart."
July kneeled down to look January in the eye. "Instead of playing such a childish
prank."
"Yes, pranks are only worthwhile when you pull them for eons at a time. That's
what makes them funny."
"My jokes never caused you any harm."
January raised his head to glare at his brother who winced as soon as the words
left his mouth.
"It seems I was the one who was unkind."
"I'm used to it," January put his forehead back on his folded arms, plunging his
face back into blackness. "That's my lot, after all."
"I believe we can change all that."
January looked up to find July smiling and holding out his hand. "Is this another
trick?" January asked.
"No, brother, no more tricks. Together we will make the villagers see the greatness of January."
January eyed the offered hand.
"And show them that July is not so perfect."
After a moment, January shrugged. "I'm sorry I turned you into an icicle then."
January shook July's hand. And this time he did not turn his brother to ice.
So it was that some days in July became so hot that the villagers longed for
the icy winds of January. On those sweltering afternoons, they would remember
how good it was to share warmth with their families and to take a break from the
hard labors of spring and summer. And as fall came and the world grew tired, they
would remember that earth needed time to sleep after providing so much for them.
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The brothers invented ice cream to deepen the villagers ' love of the coldest month
whose chill made something so wonderful for them to enjoy in the hottest months
of the year. January and July made warm drinks of chocolate for wintertime as well,
to remind the villagers of July in depths of the most frigid days of the year. In these
ways, their two months became connected in the hearts and minds of their people.
July's celebrations were still spirited and bright, but not as unreservedly exuberant
as they had once been. January's ascension remained the quietest, though now a few
villagers came out to toast him. July always stood among them and led the tribute to
his brother.
And January would almost smile.
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The Majestic Ladder
Amy Giacalone

SEE, THERE IS SUCH A THING AS A MAJESTIC LADDER. AND BuD, HE'S THE GUY

in the Bears hat that's fraying all across the brim. Doesn't live in Chicago anymore,
sixty-six miles south, actually, but he's not one to change teams, ever. Not a soul
around for miles where he lives with his wife. He's chewing gum and he's a decent
guy, okay, but he has no idea about the Majestic Ladder, does he? The Majestic Ladder doesn't look majestic or anything, of course, that's all part of the mystique. It's
silver metal and has dangerous clamps and things like all the other ladders, black
rubberized feet to grip the ground, all that. And Bud, well, he needs his rain gutters
cleaned.
Bud's wife Pearl told him so last Monday. Pearl is round and tiny, not at all
one for climbing ladders, and so she relies on Bud for all that. Usually she trims the
flowers in the garden. What's there to trim on a flower, Bud will never know, flowers
most always look nice enough to him. And then last Monday, with one pink-gloved
hand flat over her eyes to block the sun and the other still holding onto the trimmers,
both, of course, smudged black with dirt, she said, "Bud!" When Pearl says, "Bud!"
it's a question and a command and an exclamation all at once. It has two syllables,
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and the last syllable is a little girlish, "Bud!" that's a holdover from the way she used
to talk to him a decade ago.
And he said, "Yeah?"
And she said, "Have you seen the gutters? They're a little overgrown?"
And he said, "Alright."
And that week it rained a shit ton, every single day, with no time for the ground
to even dry up a little in between, but by the next week it was nice again and Bud
saw to the gutters. Course, their ladder was busted last year, hadn't needed it since,
so seeing to the gutters began at Home Depot.
So he walks in, and he always walks like it's his main business, to walk, and even
his arms swing with some authority. Home Depot's as wide as the land it's on and
full of noise. Bud enters from the double doors on the right side, but he can smell
sawdust from the cut wood in the lumber section, along the far left wall. He can hear
the whine of a circular saw. There are other smells, too, metal and grease and bags
of soil, same as the smells at home, but more of them. Far in the back of his mouth,
on the left side, on the bottom, his wisdom tooth aches. Should've gotten it out years
ago. But who's got time for dentists anyway and where are the ladders? He chews
his gum like it'll help, but it doesn't. Pearl will give him hell if he complains, and it
only hurts off and on. So sick of the old dentist, the old everything. So sick of plants
growing in gutters, and that's why he's here, isn't it? New ladder. Home Depot is
such a department store. Twenty-three goddamned aisles. And which the heck one
for ladders? Well, he always knows where he's going anyway, even if he doesn't.
Bud can carry a ladder in one hand no matter what, and this is true of the Majestic Ladder as well. He's still pretty strong. It fits long-ways in the truck, with only one
bungee cord to keep it from rattling around. Bud drives 70 on the long highways; it's
important to be safe with the cargo but not so much with the speed limit.
When he leans the ladder against the side of the house, Pearl says, "Oh God, I
hate this. Please be careful." She stops trimming for a minute so she can hold one
hand up flat over her eyes and take a look at him climbing the Majestic Ladder. He
climbs a long time, one callused hand after another on the rungs, and she thinks, Oh
God, I hate this. I hope he's careful, and she thinks about saying it again but decides
not to. Anyway, she doesn't want to startle him or anything. Wouldn't want to make
a man on a ladder jump, and Bud could be real jumpy sometimes.
But then he did get jumpy. He was speeding down the ladder, faster than a man
with good sense ever should.
" Bud!" she says the way she does, and he says, "Pearl! " at the same time. And
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then it goes like this:
"What is it? Snakes?"
"Snakes? No, no, no."
"Skunks! Remember those skunks when we first moved in ... "
"No!"
"Oh my God."
"What?"
"Wasp nest! You found a wasp nest, I hate wasps, honey, let's go inside!"
"No, no wasps."
"No wasps? Well, you nearly gave me a heart attack and if there's no wasps and
no skunks ... "
"No snakes either."
"Then you need to chill out, Bud." Pearl puts one pink glove on her hip when she
says, "chill out," and points the trimmers at him. They're locked, it's okay. She sets
them down and takes off the gloves and sits on the patio step. "Now what's got you
if it's not wasps?"
Bud pushes both shoulders up and then brings them down. Opens his mouth and
then closes it.
"Well?"
So he says, "Souls."
"What?"
"I don't know, they said souls."
"They?"
"The souls."
"Like souls of people?"
"Of course, souls of people! What do you think I meant, souls of rabbits?"
"How should I know?"
"Common sense, Pearl!"
"Oh, I'm the one not being reasonable ... "
"Look, I'm not messing around . There's a whole tangle mess of souls up there!"
"A tangle mess."
"Yeah."
"Of souls?"
"That's what they said."
"They?"
"The souls. Well. One of them did."
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Pearl smiles wide, he hasn't been this funny in years and she's willing to call it
cute. "Well, I guess that's a bigger problem than wasps, isn't it?"
So they go about two times 'round with Bud swearing his story and Pearl telling
him to take a hike. He may be cute, but he's crazy; Pearl can tell. He invites her to
see for herself but she shakes her head, and closes both eyes. No way is she going up
that ladder. Bud has both hands in the air when he says, "You think I'm crazy? I'm
freaked out, is what I am!" and she just folds her arms at him. Yeah, right. So Bud
goes inside, and she says good riddance, and when he comes back out he's got his
lunch.
Pearl is unwinding the garden hose, still shaking her head. Anything to get out of
cleaning those gutters. Of course lunch is the first thing he goes for.
Bud grunts and sits in his lawn chair. He adds his bottle cap to a tiny pile of
bottle caps underneath, where the metal legs are dug into the dirt. He has a salami
and swiss sandwich on rye in one hand and a tiny radio playing the baseball game
wedged between his knee and the side of the chair. There's a strip of grass by the
garage that's full of dandelions because Pearl hardly ever sees to it. It's this strip that
Bud stares at now, thinking about whether or not to mention it to Pearl. Pearl is awful touchy about stuff like that. Can't hardly talk to her anymore. The business with
the souls only proved it.
Then Pearl's sister Sue drives up in her old Subaru with the dog in the back. She
climbs out of the car, sunglasses and keys scratching against each other in one hand.
Purse held in a fist by the strap in the other and a Diet Coke nestled between the
crook of her arm and one big breast. She stretches her neck to take a sip from the
straw and then shouts, "D'you mind if I let Genevieve out?" Bud picks up his beer
like the dog might steal it from him, but Pearl waves sure, it's okay. Genevieve slinks
out of the car and goes to plop herself on the porch. Not too excitable, that one.
Sue takes long strides; she's tall and huge with a big grin and green and yellow Nikes.
She has a round sort of face, like Pearl, but hers has more muscle to it, more jaw. She
shouts, and then adjusts her volume as she gets closer to Pearl. "Garden looks good,
what's new?"
" Bud's losing his mind, but besides that."
Sue snorts, "The loony bin comes for everyone eventually, huh."
"And leavin' me a widow."
"Well, you can live with me."
"Thanks!"
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Bud chews. Bottom of the eighth with two strikes. He doesn't even hear them. So
long as the dog doesn't knock over the beer or sniff his crotch.
He really doesn't know what to do, though. So he goes back to Home Depot,
sensing that that's where his troubles started and that maybe that's where they could
be ended. He goes to the section full of repellants. What's he looking for? Soul repellant? But he's interrupted right away:
"Hey! Bud, right?"
"That's right ... "
The guy puts one hand on his chest. "Billy? From next door?" Billy sticks his
other hand out for shaking. He has a white long-sleeved T-shirt on under a red polo
and shaggy black hair. Bud can see a few grays. His eyes stay smiling after his mouth
is done.
"That's right. Good to see ya, Billy."
"What brings you here?"
"Oh, I dunno. Bit of a situation ... "
Billy nods. "Me too. Ants."
"Ants?"
"In the kitchen. Not so awful, but they make Jackie crazy. You know how it is."
"Jackie?"
"My wife. You two met?"
"Can't say we have."
Billy crosses his arms and settles into chitchat mode. "She knows Pearl a little,
got some real nice seedlings from her last year. Still has 'em, too, growing out back."
"Well. That's great. Glad she likes them."
"What about you? Ants? It's like they're taking over this year, aren't they? Like
something out of a horror movie."
"Yeah. Horror movie. Yeah ... well, I've got a bit of a situation, to be honest."
"Oh, yeah?"
"Souls."
"Souls?"
"That's right. Souls."
"Of people?"
"Of course, of people."
Billy puts his hands in his pockets now. Licks his lips. "Are you alright, Bud?
Need me to give Pearl a call?"
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"You have Pearl's number?"
"Course I do. We're neighbors."
"No, Billy, I know it sounds crazy. I don't believe it myself. I'm only going off
what they said, actually."
"They talk to you?"
So what happens next is Bud brings Billy over to his place to take a look. And
Billy's thinking maybe it's best to tell Pearl all of what's going on, so he follows.
When they get back, the Majestic Ladder is leaning right up against the house where
Bud left it. Pearl and Sue have gone inside.
Billy shrugs and tells Bud, fine, he'll go up and take a look. Billy's jeans are frayed
along the heel of his boots, dirty gold Timberlands. He plants each boot carefully on
one aluminum rung after another. Hates heights. But he's a good guy, Billy, and now
he's pretty worried about his neighbor. So he just goes slow near the top, tries to keep
breathing, and doesn't complain.
Bud has one black boot planted on the bottom rung and one callused hand resting
on a higher rung. With his other hand, he wipes sweat from under his hat and shouts
up, "See? You see 'em?" but Billy is too scared to look on the roof yet. His neck is
dripping sweat. Why did he wear a long-sleeved T-shirt today anyway? Man, he hates
ladders. One last step, and he holds his breath as he looks out over the roof. Then he
exhales and forgets to be scared. He cocks his head. Because here's what he sees:
A long twirly tangle, putty-colored snakes, or glittery somethings. What in the
hell. And then they're talking to him, is what it seems like, even though he can't hear
a thing. One of them says her name; it's Paula. Another's talking Italian, and another
says to him, "Don't look so scared. None of us died all that long ago, honey." And
then he hears a shout, "I'm a nurse!"
"What," he says, "what are you?"
"A nurse!" that one screeches.
"We're souls," says the other one, "honey."
Boot boot boot boot boot on all the rungs straight back down and, "Fuckin holy
Moses, what the fuck, Bud?"
Bud's about to say, Hell if I know, but he likes that word fuck, fuck from his
friend, so he says, "Fuck if I know!" before he thinks, and it sounds strange coming
out of his mouth. Next time he better stick to his own words.
Billy's out of breath. "I mean that's some fuckin' ... "He trails off.
Yeah. It is. Bud says they better get in the air conditioning with the girls to clear
their heads. So in they go.
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What's weird is that no matter how weird things are, it's always pretty easy to
talk normal. So Billy walks in and it's, "Oh, Billy, hey there. How're you and Jackie
these days?" Pearl introduces him to Sue and they shake and Billy says, "There's a
bit of a situation, here, you know." Now the women have to give it the time of day
because it's the two of them swearing to the same story so they listen with squinty
eyes and firm mouths. From time to time they give a nod.
Pearl says, "And you're sure it's not snakes?"
And Sue says, "It kind of sounds like snakes."
And Billy says, "Definitely not snakes. Not the normal kind. These ones talk
right to you and they're all sparkly."
And although Billy lends definite credibility to the souls-on-the-roof story, there
still isn't much to say about it except that it's a situation. It is a situation.
Pearl tilts her head, "Well, if they're dead, maybe they need help avenging someone. Did you ask?"
Both men admit they hadn't thought to ask much.
Sue says, "Well, if they're so keen on talking, go on back up there and ask them
some questions." But they all look at their boots; nobody wants to be the one to go.
Pearl worries she won't be able to sleep that night.
"Well, you're welcome to stay with me and Jackie. We're right up the road." Billy
points his thumb, shrugs his shoulders. "I mean just for the night, if it'll help."
And Pearl says, "That would be nice."
And Bud says, "Alright."
And Sue says, "'Bout time for me to head home, anyway."
So Billy sends his wife a text to let her know, and because she'll want to get out
the company towels and clean up the company room a little. Just real quick, you
know.
And they spend some time with a bottle of wine when they get there; Jackie's
sweet as can be. She has longish brown hair and sparkly blue eyes, like her husband.
Squintier, though. She has clear pale skin that shows even the slightest blush, and she
blushes a lot. Pretty much all the time she's blushing about something. She has small
thin lips and a tight smile, but it's friendly. Bud's never seen her before in his life.
Pearl looks especially cute, though, too, her cheeks pink as carnations from the
wine and the company. Two cute wives and one new friend, and that's a pretty nice
way to spend the evening.
Billy has a band, he says, called the Blankenship Movers. "Well, we're also a
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moving company," he explains, "but we make a pretty good band, too." Bud perks
up right away.
Billy's a drummer, he says. And then, "You play?"
"Guitar." Bud nods, "been playing thirty-four years."
"He's lucky with his joints." Pearl turns to Jackie, "He's never had any problems
with his knees, hips, hands. Anything."
"I wish I could relate!" Jackie blushes and smiles her little smile and flutters one
bird hand. "I'm in my forties, and I can barely make a fist!"
Bud gets his first text message two days later. It's from Billy: "Practice is at 7.
You in?"
It takes ten minutes for Bud to text back and his fingers feel about six sizes too
big, but he figures it out and sends it. It says, "Yeah."
The Blankenship Movers play for three hours out in Billy's shed. They're not
bad. Need a second guitar anyway and the other two guys-James and Lee-seem
alright. Lee is skinny as sin, with a face that's mostly nose, and a neck that's mostly
Adam's apple, and he plays lead guitar. Even his voice is mostly nose and Adam's
apple but he sings okay. James is a graying black man with glasses. He has a gravely voice so he doesn't do any singing, and he plays the stand-up bass. "Classically
trained," Billy says about him. Bud's impressed.
Billy himself is crazy on the drums. Sweat drips from his black hair, and his face
turns bright red. Even when he's playing kind of quiet. He seems angry during the
song, focused, but when it's over he smiles huge and becomes Billy again.
When they take breaks, they talk about moving jobs coming up, invite Bud to
work part time if he wants. He says maybe. They talk about fishing; James needs a
new motor on his boat, and they all make recommendations.
"You ever write?" Billy asks Bud.
"Write? I'm not really a writer."
"Don't have any of your own songs, then?"
"Oh, songs. Yeah, I write songs.
"Yeah?"
"Sure. Dozens."
"Well, let's hear one."
"Oh, yeah. Yeah, sure. Which one do you want to hear? "
"Whichever one you want to play."

Amy Giacalone

151

So Bud plays an old one called "Black Dirt." He isn't shy, just plays straight
through. You can tell he's good, that maybe his guitar is the only one who knows
him. He doesn't look at the other guys, doesn't look at the guitar, and doesn't need
any music. He just lets his gaze fall down and to the left, and he stares at the dirty
floor while he plays and sings along. When the song's over, all the men start to nod
respectfully and James says, "Yeah," and Lee says, "Nice," and Billy says, "Cool.
Very cool. What's it about?"
Bud says, "Well, it's about black dirt for one thing," and the guys laugh. "Last
week, I would've said it's just about my soul. But I've seen a few souls lately, and I
know how they look and how mine probably looks, so I guess it's about how my
soul used to seem to me." Lee and James think he's speaking metaphorically about
souls so they just nod, sure. Billy snorts and then cracks up, though, and Bud starts
to chuckle. They laugh together. Bud doesn't feel like explaining the tangle of souls
on his roof, and how he even ended up with the Blankenship Movers anyway, but
after he's done laughing, he says, "So. Ah, yeah. Any'a you guys feel like helping a
poor soul clean out his gutters tomorrow?"
Pearl makes pretty much the best lasagna you can get in the world, so they make
a little party out of it on Saturday with lunch. They meet in the morning, not too early but pretty early. Sue brings Genevieve and a fruit pizza to share for desert. Jackie
comes too and talks and laughs with her little mouth and little handbag and only
blushes twice. Neither Lee nor James brings a woman and no wedding bands either,
so Sue flirts up a storm with both of them, not even bothering to think about which
one she might like best.
Of course, all the guys bring their own ladders. So there's no chance of anybody
seeing the souls, unless they climb the Majestic Ladder, but Bud's not about to make
any of them do that. He explains to James and Lee finally about the whole thing, and
Billy cracks his knuckles and nods, confirming the story.
"It's terrible," Pearl says. "We moved here for the peace and quiet, you know.
Didn't know it would be full of wormy ghosts on the roof!"
Jackie and Sue agree that it's just awful. James shakes his head and says the
world is mysterious, isn't it? But Lee gets all excited and goes, "I've had that! I've had
that! Except it wasn't on my roof, it was in this pot," and of course he was talking
about a Majestic Pot. "It was only two souls in mine but gave me a real scare, you
know, and then they were gone after a bit."
"So they left?" Bud squinted at him.

152

Hair Trigger 36

"Sure. After a bit."
Well, that was encouraging news, so they all got to work. And it takes most of
the morning to get done. Pearl turns on Bud's radio so they can all listen to the ballgame, and then goes to work with Sue and Jackie, getting some more plants together
for Jackie to take home. None of the women want to go up on a ladder.
Every ten minutes or so, one of them calls out to Bud, "You okay? Souls leaving
you alone?" and he goes, "Yeah! Just trying to listen to the ballgame." In truth, the
tangle of souls is making it kind of hard to even hear the radio. But it doesn't bother
him so much anymore.
So they put away all the tools and bring all the gunk over to the compost heap,
all the stuff that's compostable anyway, and Bud turns to the lot of them.
"This woman I married happens to make the best lasagna in the state," he says.
She swats him on the shoulder and adds, "I just hope there's enough for everybody!"
and inside, of course, she's thinking, Oh, I hope there's enough for everybody. But
Bud continues, "So thank you for your help with my-uh-situation." Everybody
laughs. Let's get inside and get some lunch."
Pearl leads the way and goes, "Come on in," at the door, and Bud echoes, "C'mon
in, you guys," and they file inside and start to untie their shoelaces and pile all their
work shoes and gym shoes by the door. They head to the sinks to get the dirt off their
hands and they're all still talking over each other and bundled in the kitchen and
then when everybody's ready Pearl cuts up the lasagna and Sue helps her get it on the
plates and Lee opens all the drawers until he finds the one with the silverware and he
gets some out and when he does Jackie cheers and Bud and Billy talk with their arms
crossed, too many cooks in the kitchen you know, and then, finally, it's all served up.
So they all sit and have a nice little lunch together.
And the souls? Took off for somewhere else, last time Bud checked. Ladder's in
the garage where it goes.
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Hope Mine
Andy Holt

THE IDEA CAME TO COLIN AFTER WE HAD EATEN SOME DRIED-OUT PSYCHEDELIC

mushrooms and spent the afternoon sitting on the couch, talking about how Timmy
might have liked us to mark the anniversary of his death. Timmy had died in an accident the summer before eighth grade, when he jumped from a quarry cliff where we
used to swim, hit his head on a rock, and drowned. We'd been talking about Timmy
more than ever lately, telling stories from our childhood until we could picture him
standing in our living room, red-cheeked, crackling with excitement.
During the summer since graduating high school, Colin and I had both started
working the night shift at Walmart. We made enough money between us to share an
apartment outside Brooksville in a complex that was once a motel, complete with
moldy, brown carpet. High school had been the same day happening on repeat,
walking a predictable track through the same hallways and classrooms. In the afternoons, Colin had always gone to football practice while I went to bi-weekly grief
counseling sessions that my parents mandated. It was natural for the two of us to
start talking about Timmy's death after graduation-yet another section of our lives
had ended all too abruptly, leaving us dizzy with arrested momentum.
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"We could go to the quarry," Colin said. "We haven't been there since the day of
the accident." He leaned his head back onto the couch and closed his eyes.
In that moment, the idea that the quarry even still existed seemed alien, like trying to imagine foreign people living in some faraway village. We couldn't just show
up there empty-handed and stare into the water. I thought of those signs by the side
of the road where people had been killed in accidents, how they were always surrounded with offerings, as if their survivors couldn't stand to leave an empty patch
of grass.
"We should bring something with us," I said.
"Like what?"
"Maybe some things that meant something to Timmy."
Colin grinned, head still back on the cushions, probably beginning to consider
what he would bring. His pale face stuck out from a ragged mane of facial hair, and
his limbs were draped over the couch like a thin blanket. He looked like you could
fold his body up until he was just a shaggy head with vacant eyes. For most of high
school he had been wiry, playing defensive back for the Brooksville High Panthers
until he tore a tendon in his leg junior year, but since then he had shrunken with
alarming speed.
Colin jerked his neck from the couch. His hair stuck straight up with static cling.
"We should throw them in the water."
He stared at the wall behind me for a moment, as if his mind needed a second to
catch up with what he said.
"The things we bring to the quarry. We could throw them in the water at the
spot where Timmy jumped, right at the exact minute. Five years to the second." He
licked his lips.
"But how would we know the exact minute?"
Colin sat up straighter and crossed his arms, sticking his face out at mine so I
could smell cigarette smoke from his mouth. His pupils were massive and empty.
"You mean you don't remember? It happened at four-thirty. How could you
forget something like that?"
I nodded, sitting next to him on the gritty couch, wondering if the mushrooms
had started to wear off yet. I hadn't the slightest idea what time the accident had
happened. Sometimes the grief counselors would ask me to tell them about Timmy's
accident, to help with my acceptance of his death, and when I refused, they thought
I was being evasive. But the problem wasn't that I was afraid to describe the accident-it was that I couldn't remember. I could picture the rough outline of what
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happened, but it was too muffled and simple to be accurate. I couldn't tell them the
truth, how the accident floated separate in my memory, how whenever I tried to
remember what happened everything ended all too quickly, like some key ingredient
was m1ssmg.
Sitting in silence and watching the floating dust particles flicker in the light of
our living room, I imagined that Colin could remember the accident crystal clear,
in all its cruelty, and that he could call it back to his eyes at will in tones of red and
black, full of righteous emotion.
He picked at the fabric of the couch and looked up at me. "Four-thirty," he said.
"Then it'll be over." He sounded resolute, like he was announcing our plan to the
world.
Numb with drugs, I folded my hands and stared at the carpet with awkward
reverence.
The next day, I would walk to the toy aisle at Walmart and buy a miniature of
the yellow M&M Candies #36 Pontiac driven by Kenny Schrader, Timmy's favorite
NASCAR driver. Timmy and I used to watch the races together on Sunday afternoons, turning the volume up as loud as my dad would allow and listening to the
whoop whoop whoop of the cars around the gray oval track. Leaving the store after
my shift with the car in an oversized plastic bag, I would feel proud for finding something worthy of the occasion. I would believe that the bag held something immortal
that belonged to Timmy and me alone, some amulet that would put him to rest when
it splashed into the quarry water.
We had to park my truck in the lot of the state park and hike a few miles through
the woods to the quarry, carrying hiking packs with sandwiches and water. Colin
walked in front, pushing palm branches to the side and limping on his bad leg.
The path was unchanged from how it had always been, back when our parents
would drop us off there on summer mornings. The first day we found the quarry, we
had been ten years old, hiking through the woods and pretending to be Spanish explorers fighting through the pristine Florida wilderness. Timmy was out front with a
dull machete, whacking palmetto bushes and warning us to watch out for the enemy,
though I was more worried about the invisible spider webs that made me want to
rub my arms and neck. Timmy quickened his pace, swinging his machete haphazardly in front of him, until sunlight peeked through the trees from the clearing.
The quarry looked like a spot where the woods had collapsed and filled with
water from underground, making a circular black pond, colossal to our ten-year-old
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eyes. The limestone cliffs shone harsh white in the sun. All afternoon we swam in the
cool water, and we hiked home at dusk in wet clothes and soggy shoes.
Within a week, Timmy started to say that the quarry was once a limestone mine
that had filled with water after all the miners died in a tragic accident. We had loved
him for his stories, or at least for the way he told them.
We spent one morning pretending to be underwater explorers searching for the
bodies of the miners. I wore my old, foggy snorkeling goggles so I could see the bottom of the quarry, imagining that the brown muck was filled with dozens of human
skeletons.
After hours of searching and finding nothing, Colin sounded skeptical. "What
kind of accident did you say these miners had?"
"Probably an explosion. When that many people die at once, there's always an
explosion. Or else one of them probably would've lived. But they had no hope,"
Timmy said in an off-hand sort of way, full of boyish confidence.
Colin looked satisfied, gazing over the surface of the water and shaking his head.
"No wonder we can't find anything. Must've been blown to pieces. Poor souls didn't
have a prayer."
The three of us came to call the quarry Hope Mine, if only because it turned the
place into a secret worth keeping. Only after Timmy died did I start to think about
the mining accident as if it were fact, trying to picture the explosion the way someone might try to imagine a war from reading history books.
Colin and I reached Hope Mine by four in the afternoon and sat on the edge of
the quarry, resting from the hike. Colin rubbed his leg and tried to hide his cringing.
Our feet dangled about ten feet above the water, exactly where Timmy had jumped.
We sat there blinking into the sun, both eighteen years old, experiencing the half-decade anniversary of the end of our childhood.
I spread my handkerchief over the dirt between us and placed my toy car in the
middle carefully. Colin had his lips squeezed together. He pulled something silvery
from his pocket and dropped it next to the car-a bullet, flickering in the sunlight.
I decided that I had tragically misunderstood something about our plan. The
die-cast car looked tacky next to the sleek metal cylinder. The bullet was unfired,
but I wondered if there had been others, and what it could have meant to Colin and
Timmy. Gradually over the past five years, I had started to remember our childhood
as a time of infinite possibility, where even the tiniest details could have changed our
lives forever. The bullet could have stood for anything back then. I imagined Timmy
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crouching behind the palmetto bushes across the quarry, camouflage paint covering
his face, waiting to kill some cruel faceless enemy and continue another boyhood
quest.
"I don't want to explain," Colin said, and he clasped his fingers around the bullet
agam.
For what was probably about ten minutes, we stayed silent and looked out at
the water. The silence felt meaningful in that moment, but in reality we must have
looked no different than we did on our couch every afternoon, staring at the television and waiting for something better. I checked my watch at four twenty-five,
noticing how the numbers on the digital screen were made of fragmented black lines
and empty spaces.
"It's almost time. Are you ready?"
Colin pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. His palm covered the logo on
the side of the American Spirit cigarette pack, but I could imagine the portrait of the
Indian, holding his peace pipe to his lips, burning with vague ancient wisdom. The
tobacco smoke blended with the smell of the forest, and I recalled our games of cowboys and Indians, when we shot the imaginary Seminoles with our revolvers and left
them dead where they stood, laughing as we went looking for their kin.
The bullet stuck out from between Colin's pointer and middle fingers in the
hand that held the lighter. The sunlight blared down, and the bullet seemed to glow
with potential. I picked up the toy car and started to spin one of the wheels with my
thumb. The only other sound was the cicadas hiding in the trees and palmetto bushes, buzzing altogether much louder than the tiny plastic wheel. While we waited for
the final minute until the anniversary, I began to anticipate some mystical event. The
water would boil and Timmy's ghost would rise like steam from below, surrounded
by the clean, white limestone cliffs. He would watch us drop our gifts into the water,
smile, and dissipate peacefully into the air.
But all at once, without warning, Colin flicked the bullet into the quar:ry. It
bounced off a rock on the way down, making a thin ping and tumbling at an odd
angle, glimmering in the sunlight for only a moment before it plunked into the
water.
Colin stood next to me and watched the tiny ripples where the bullet had broken the surface, blinking with profound disappointment. He walked back toward

the edge of the woods, and I ran to catch up with him. We met at the edge of the
palmetto bushes, where he stopped to finish his cigarette, digging the toe of his shoe
into the dirt.
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"We only have a couple hours to get back," he said.
"What's with the bullet? Did you and Timmy shoot someone?"
Colin shook his head. "If only."
"Did someone shoot at you?"
"If only," he said again, sniffing and rubbing his nose with his knuckle.
He dropped the cigarette, as if by accident. One thin strand of smoke rose from
the tip on the ground. I thought of the dry undergrowth igniting, the flame spreading
through the forest in a colossal rapture.
When I looked up, Colin was pacing back to the water, faster than I had ever
seen him move on his injured leg. As he stepped into the sunlight, he pulled a handgun out of his denim jacket and aimed his arm stiffly at the water. The rounds came
back-to-back, a series of snaps like a gigantic flyswatter hitting over and over until
only empty clicks echoed from the cliffs. He dropped the gun weakly. His shoulders
sagged. I stepped up behind him, still in shock, trying to slip between him and the
gun on the ground.
"I thought it would be louder," he said.
And he was right. I had always assumed that the sound of a gunshot in person
would be almost cataclysmic, coming from a device of a kind that had been used
to kill millions of people. I listened under the noise of the forest, waiting for some
deadlier sound. But the woods only whispered back with the hiss of wind through
trees and the chatter of birds, the same carelessness that the quarry had shown the
day Timmy died. Standing with Colin in the quiet heat, I felt like I was straining to
remember everything around me, like I was missing something that would give it all
meaning. But my vision was sharp. I was seeing all that there was.
Shaky with anger, I kicked the gun over the edge, past the toy car, which I ran
forward and kicked over the cliff, too, along with the handkerchief. In seconds, they
had all hit the water and silently disappeared under the surface. I stood tense on the
ledge, waiting for something else to happen, something worth the trip to that godforsaken hole in the ground that had sucked up the past five years of our lives just like
it had swallowed the toy car and bullet and gun.
When I turned around, Colin had hoisted a large gray stone onto his shoulders.
His eyes met mine for only a second, long enough to know that he understood. He
groaned while he trudged forward and shot-put heaved the rock over the edge, unleashing a murderous yell.
But still, it wasn't enough.
For nearly an hour we continued to fill the quarry, first with stones and then
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anything we could grasp with our hands. We uprooted palmetto bushes, dragged
logs out from the woods, and even threw into the water our hiking packs, shirts, and
shoes, leaving our shoulders bare and beginning to sunburn. By the end we had collapsed onto the ground, gasping for breath and letting the dirt seep into the bleeding
cuts on our hands. The discarded junk sank silently into the black water next to us
until the surface turned smooth and reflective yet again.
I had seen it all happen before, on the day that I had strained to remember for
five years. But listening to the brutal silence of the clearing, feeling the stinging cuts
on my hands and the hot sun on my collarbone, I knew that I hadn't forgotten anything about the day that Timmy died, only wished that there were more to forget. It
was then that I decided that Timmy wasn't dead, that he couldn't be-a secret denial
I believe that I share with anyone who has seen death. The details seemed insufficient
now, a badly covered conspiracy that had ignored the particulars:
Follow me, Timmy had said in his final living words, just before he leapt into
a careless backflip, arms outstretched. He floated for a snapshot moment before he
disappeared over the edge with an excited whoop. From there, the crack of his skull
against the rock was too hollow, the splash that followed too weak. His body looked
only to be dozing in the water, unworthy of the fiery life it had once held. Such energy can only end in an explosion, one greater than any I have ever seen or heard, not
in some pitiful accident at the edge of an imaginary mine.
Colin and I hiked silently back to the parking lot, half-naked and barefooted, like men marching silently to our deaths, while the sun set on the day of the
anniversary. The only sound between us was the uneven clunk of Colin's limp on
the crackling leaves, the rhythm I still imagine every time I hear footsteps on dry
ground.
At the end of summer, the air feels thinner every day until all of Florida can move
more freely. The breeze is cooler when I drive to Walmart, and every night it gets
easier to put on my blue cashier vest, my own small lot of tragedy to drown out the
others. I've taken to wearing fingerless gloves at work to cover the bandages on my
hands, but the cuts are almost healed now. My life is picking up speed with repetition
again, and all that can happen seems to resonate from what happened before, a chain
of noises that echoes unconsciously forward.

I'm not one to believe in anything fantastic, not since Timmy went and took my
childhood with him. But even today, I imagine that he only slipped through his silent
death at the quarry, and that he still tumbles downward into Hope Mine, free of all
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substance. His boyhood stories echo through the quarry with the voices of all the
others hastily killed before him, and together they live until there comes something
worthy to take them, on the day the Earth melts again into molten rock and frees
them at last with its intolerable heat.
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The Goat
Danielle Wilcox

THOMAS WAS AN ENGLISH FOXHOUND BRED FOR GROUSE, WOODCOCKS, AND

other types of feathered ground game, but since the boys' father started working
nights, hunting had ceased to remain a priority. Thomas was left with an expanding
middle and a careless temperament, and now the only time he found himself out
in the fields chasing after brown blurs was in his dreams. The purebred foxhound
spent his mornings, afternoons, and evenings on Bobby's bed. If Bobby was asleep,
Thomas was stretched out across the young boy's midriff, his paws hanging over the
mattress and his tail pressed upright against the plaster wall. Bobby usually slept on
his side, his hands in tight fists, both arms bent at the elbow, his legs separated and
angled at the knees, as if at any moment he could kick himself off the bed and into a
full sprint, dashing over his brother and sending Thomas into the air. But that never
happened. Bobby always had the courtesy to slowly nudge the sleeping dog awake,
poking Thomas's hairy gut with a dirty finger, blowing on his whiskers, or sometimes
just yanking down hard on his tail.
This particular morning, Bobby was watching Thomas dream. The dog's lips
jumped from snarls to smiles to teeth-baring grins, his eyebrows bouncing up and
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down like a teeter-totter finding its balance, his pink paws involved in some foot race
with a rabbit or a squirrel. Bobby liked to think of Thomas as smarter than that,
though. He liked to imagine the dog dreamt of sidekicking beside some great superhero, or riding shotgun in a fire truck headed to extinguish a burning building, or
jumping to catch a Frisbee thrown by his trainer, winning the Frisbee-catching-dog
award, which Bobby wasn't so sure was a thing, but thought it could be, and if it
wasn't, should be. He thought his brother might know.
" Caleb, wake up," he half whispered, half demanded. Bobby leaned across the
space between their twin beds and shook his brother's shoulder. Caleb slept on his
stomach; his arms stretched above him, his hands curled in fists like a prizefighter
celebrating a victory. His mouth was half open and a thread of drool was spreading
itself on the bedsheet, reflecting the morning sun that was beginning to show. Caleb
lifted an eye at his brother, and then closed it. The politeness Bobby showed to his
dog in the morning was not the same graciousness he gave to his brother. He shook
Thomas off of him, and jumped on Caleb's bed.
"Get up!" he said while he jumped, rocking Caleb back and forth. "Let's go
make Thomas do things outside. Do we have a Frisbee? Does Thomas catch them
good? Can we have a contest?" Bobby didn't wait for his brother to answer. He
hopped off the bed, threw on a pair of boots and a jacket, and dragged the sleepy
foxhound out with him.
By the time their mother had woken up, the boys were already outside. She saw
a game of Frisbee tum into a wrestling match, and watched Caleb pants Bobby for
the third time that morning.
"You said you weren't gonna do that again! You said so!"
"I didn't mean to," Caleb said.
"Yeah, right! I'm gonna tell Mom."
"You would, you cry baby."
"Mom! He called me a cry baby!" Bobby yelled this towards the house but did
not care whether or not their mother heard him.
"Man, you are such a pussy."
"A what?"
"A pussy."
"A cat?"
"No, dummy."
"Well, what's a pussy?" Bobby asked.
His brother told him, "It's like a wussy but way worse."
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"Huh," Bobby said. He ripped a branch off a dead limb that had fallen from
an oak tree earlier in the summer. Their dad had never gotten around to moving
it. Now, pieces of the limb had turned into swords and pistols, weapons imagined
by the brothers. Their mother watched from her perch. Her bedroom window was
across the field from where they played, and she had the habit of looking out at them
while she dried her hair in the morning, one eye out the second-story farmhouse, the
other making sure the ash from the cigarette that hung from her finger didn't drop
onto the bathroom counter. The goddamn boys. If they went after each other with
those goddamn branches again she was gonna" BO BB Y ! Bobby. Put that stick down. Put. It. Down," she called out. "Thank
you. Now get yourself over to the pen and feed that goat. Now."
"But Mom-"
"Now. And don't forget to close the fence."
"Why don't you do it?"
"Because I'm in my nightgown and it's muddy out there."
"Mom, don't be a pussy."
Bobby's mother sat down on the toilet seat while the ash from her cigarette
dropped on her nightgown, the echo of her son calling her a pussy bouncing between
her ears.
When her husband came home she heard him park the truck and wrestle out
of his seat. She could feel the house change when he entered it, the screen door slip
open, letting the comfort of her solitude escape, the only kind that comes with lying
in a bed unaccompanied and unbothered. Out went the little gleams of unaffected
candor and warmth her sons littered through the house like their toys. Out went the
cheer of the morning sun sprouting shoots of early light through the buds of trees
and into the house, warming the beige carpet of the bedroom, where she sat curling
her toes in the iridescent sparkle of rayon and polyester. All these things escaped out
of the house in one opening of a door, flying like the multi-colored confetti she'd seen
on televised parades, and she envied their ability to depart from within, into the sun,
existing elsewhere.
When her husband came in he emptied the house and then filled it up again with
the heavy, hard things he usually bore: the sharpness of a night shift cutting wood
on a splitter, the tiny barbed splinters netted through the hair of his arms and face,
and the rigidity of his lassitude. She felt it all weigh the morning down until the light,
wobbly balloon of her morning was pricked and slowly sank to the ground until it
was a deflated sack of rubber, unsightly debris devoid of any purpose.
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She felt him move into and through the house, and when he settled below her in
the kitchen she slipped out of her margarine-colored robe, its floral pattern rippling
off as it fell, and layering on the floor into folds of silk and cotton. She kicked it
under the dresser, and she would not see it again until the privacy of tomorrow was
gifted to her. She dressed herself in her day clothes, cinching a wool sweater around
her waist and threading a long braid through her dark hair.
Through the bedroom, into the narrow hallway, past the boys' room with
the sleeping dog, past the sewing room where she sometimes slept with Bobby under
her arm, she tiptoed down the wooden stairs, putting all of her weight into her shoulders and onto the banisters on either side of her, so that she might be mistaken for a
slight breeze fanning a shutter, or a swallow caught in the crawlspace, or at best, to
make herself completely imperceptible and unnoticed. When she was off the stairs
she made large steps, like she was crossing a deep, cold river, until she arrived at the
juncture of her terror.
She stood peeking from the wall that separated the pantry from the kitchen. She
could see him. He was standing over the sink with his back to her in the dark, for
the placement of the windows in the kitchen did not allow any sunlight to collect
in the room until early evening, a particular her husband had not considered when
building the house. A glass of water sat on the counter in front of his hand; his arms
were stretched out and supporting him and his sagging head.
She quietly made for the screen door, cursing the movement of air around her
and the thick beat of her troubled heart. She crept slowly and when she was not an
arm's length away from her salvation, he spoke.
"I envy your ability to manage this house, and still refuse to," he said, his head
remaining bent over the sink.
"Pardon?" she said.
"Pardon?" he repeated, and turned his head so as not to face her but so that she
could see his profile. "Pardon, you did not hear me? Or pardon, my meaning was
lost on you?" He used this phrase sometimes when addressing members of his family,
when his patience was tested.
She considered her choices, "The second," she said.
"Ah," he said. He took the glass of water and drank its contents. He lifted the
faucet lever with his index finger, the rest of his hand holding the glass, filling it, and
then turned off the water in the reverse stroke from which the gesture had begun. He
looked out of the window and into the field. The boys were outside, and she hoped
whatever they were doing suggested anything but pleasure.
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"The pen was left open," he said, "and while I had myself a goat when I left for
work, I now have none." He turned to face her and looked into her eyes. He drank
the second glass of water, set it on the counter, and walked to her until the sweet
smell of pine flanks he had spent the morning splitting surrounded her. "And while
I'm standing here explaining this to you, my soreness grows like the distance of that
goat." He drove past her, marking her shoulder with his, plodded up the wooden
stairs and into the bedroom, and she knew she would not see him again until he had
napped and his belly ached for the rich firmament of her cooking.
She hopped out of the house, into her mud boots and started for the boys. From
what she could see, Bobby was riding his older brother like some kind of animal.
Caleb was the bigger one, but how Bobby was able to dominate him was always lost
on her. She made a flat shape out of her hand and held it over her eyes, the noon sun
pinned straight above her and the vision of the boys in front of her a gleaming mess.
"Bobby! Caleb!" She started yelling for them long before she thought they might
hear. The field was long and they were far back in it, her boots sticking deep in gray
mud mixed with hay and rock with every sinking step she took. The rows from the
crop still showed in alternating shades of light and dark and from her bedroom window; she imagined it might have appeared as though she was leaping across a piano,
hopping from key to key, one etude to the next, and when she made it to the fugue
she was met with the clangorous racket of her sons.
"Bobby! Hop off your brother. I need to talk to you." When she was twenty feet
from them she stuck her hands on her hips and scowled. She planted her feet firmly
in the mud, and they remained there not out of purpose but because they were stuck.
"Wait!" Bobby yelled, raising his arm to stop his mother, "do not move another
inch. I repeat. Do. Not. Move. You are almost knee deep in lava where you stand."
Bobby's mother got nervous and looked down for a moment before she stopped and
shook her head, looking back up at the boys.
"Dammit, Bobby, get off your brother and come here," she said.
"Mother!" Bobby cried out to her in desperation. "DO. NOT. MOVE."
"Bobby!"
"Mother, you do not want to lose your legs out here. This lava is the kind that
eliminates body parts almost intermediately."
"Immediately," Caleb said from under Bobby. Bobby was perched on his brother
like a prince riding a white horse into town, digging his boots into his side, yelling
"Heeya!" when Caleb tried to speak or move without his brother's permission. Bobby's mother picked up one leg of hers at a time by grabbing hold under her thighs
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and lifting each out of the mud like she was trying to escape quicksand. Caleb and
Bobby paused from their game to watch her approach them, wondering if moving
was that difficult for her of if she was trying to make a joke. She finally made her way
to them, and then awkwardly picked Bobby up and off of his brother.
"Robert Jr.," she said when she set Bobby down in the mud and returning her
hands to her hips, "What did I tell you to do this morning?"
"This morning?" he asked.
"Yes, this morning. What was the task I gave you?"
Bobby thought of the tasks he was usually given by his mother. He considered
"pull your pants up," or "get your fingers out of your nose," but he was distracted
by something shiny on the ground.
"Look," he said, picking up the piece of trash, "an old spoon!" Bobby's mother
smacked the spoon out of his hand.
"Listen, your father just got home. He noticed the pen was open and the goat
was gone." When she mentioned their father, the boys stood up like nervous soldiers
awaiting a bed check. "The goat's gone, Bobby. Tomorrow we'll drive into town, buy
another one and take it out of your allowance." She turned, hoping he would follow
her without question, but stopped when she realized she was alone. Bobby stood in
the mud.
"Mother, that goat is lost in the woods."
"You will be lost in the woods if there isn't a goat in that pen by lunch," his
mother said.
"Well, then, I will go find it," said Bobby.
"Have you lost your mind with that goat?" Caleb asked, hoping to be included.
Bobby straightened his jacket, adjusted his cap, put his arms down at his sides,
and said to his mother, "I have yet to let you down." As soon as he said this, he remembered how the predicament they were in was precisely an example of him letting
everyone down, so he added, "Twice. I have yet to let you down twice." After he said
this, Bobby ran into the woods, his boots getting stuck in the mud and slowing him
down. His mother hollered after him, but he disappeared between scattered rows
of birch and oak trees. She looked down, considered the mud between her and the
woods, and decided instead to go inside and begin lunch.
Exhausted from the morning's activities, Thomas spent the rest of the day in his
usual spot. The dog lifted his head when the smell of roasted garlic and crispy sage
wandered into Bobby's bedroom. He stuck his nose up into the air and gave it a good
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sniff. Wafts of sauteed leeks and mushrooms floated by and sent his tail wagging, and
when the scent of roasted turkey filled the room, he found himself hopping down
from the bed, following his nose blindly out of the bedroom, into the hallway, and
down the stairs.
Caleb was setting the table for four: two identical soup bowls for him and Bobby, a short glass of milk above each spoon, and two crusts of bread resting on small
plates. A smaller, unaccompanied bowl sat across from theirs for their mother, and
at the head of the table was their father's setting: a bowl typically used for salads
or fruit on a Sunday brunch sat alongside a half loaf of bread, a pat of butter, and a
clear glass of water that sparkled with the late afternoon sun.
Their mother was setting down the steaming basin of turkey soup onto the center of the table, when through the screen door she spied Bobby emerging from the
woods. He was muddier than when she had last seen him, the dried dirt rising up
from his boots and over his knees, a tear in his jacket and a scratch on his cheek.
The dead branch he had used in the morning on his brother was still in his hand. He
looked unharmed but exhausted, sour in the face and goatless. When he got to the
screen door, he cursed the goat under his breath and kicked his boots on the side of
the house. It rattled his father's shotgun that hung above the doorframe and loosened the caked mud off his legs.
His mother peeked her head out of the screen and motioned for him to come
inside. "Go wash up," she said.
"I was so close," Bobby said. He lifted the stick up to show her, "I knocked him
on the head and he fell over, but when I went to grab him, he punched me with his
hoof and ran off toward the Keanes' ." He pointed at the blood on his cheek, disappointed.
"Go wash up," she said again. "Your father will be down any minute to eat."
Bobby shrugged past her and through the dining room, tripping over Thomas
and fumbling up the stairs. When he returned, his mother and older brother were
seated at the table. He took his place and unfolded his napkin into his lap. Caleb
and his mother sat with their hands crossed in preparation for prayer, and he joined
them. They waited like that for a while together and when the door of their father's
bedroom opened, Bobby stiffened. The wood planks of the upstairs hallway groaned
with their father's steps. They could hear each move he made, a trail of sounds
stretching the length of the hallway and down each step, a countdown that indicated
the start of a meal.
Each head was bowed when the boys' father entered the room. They had been
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trained to hold their pose until he sat down and began grace, but instead of taking
his usual seat, he walked around the table and past the three of them, stood next
to the screen door, and looked out into the yard. The sun had relaxed into a serene
position just above the wooded horizon, where it would remain for not much longer.
The golden radiance of that moment crashed through the land, setting the moisture
in the muddy field ablaze with yellow light and illuminating the empty goat pen, the
mesh gate still swinging in the wind and clapping against itself.
"No goat," he said.
The table remained quiet. Bobby looked at Caleb, who shrugged his shoulders,
his hands still held ready for prayer. Their father turned from the door and walked
back towards them, taking his seat at the head of the table.
"Where is the goat?" he asked.
"Somewhere near the Keanes'," answered the boy's mother. Their father leaned
his face close to Bobby's, which was surprisingly calm. Bobby's eyes were closed and
his head was lowered, his hands clasping one another in front of his face. His father
continued to speak to his wife but stared, wide-eyed, at Bobby.
"Did the Keanes purchase the goat?" he asked his wife, his eyes still on his son.
"No," she said.
"Are the Keanes paying to use the goat for milk?"
"No," she said.
"Ah," he said. "So the goat was given to them. What a thoughtful gift, what a
lovely gesture." He turned his face to his wife.
"I noticed the gate and did not go to close it," she said to him. "I apologize."
"It's too bad your brains aren't as good as your cooking," he said to her. Bobby
looked up at this. His father took his spoon and slipped it into the soup, ladling
the liquid and blowing on it. He began to open his mouth when he noticed Bobby
staring at him.
"Yes?" he asked his son.
"I'm the one who lost the goat," Bobby said.
"I figured. It makes no difference," his father said.
"Yes, it does. I'm the one who lost it so you leave her alone."
Bobby's father lowered his hand and let the spoon slide back into the bowl.
"Pardon?" his father asked.
"Pardon?" Bobby repeated, gulping hard. "Pardon, you did not hear me? Or
pardon, my meaning was lost on you?"
At this, the boy's father's eyebrows went from slack to a deep, hairy arch. He
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pursed his lips and the sunlight was shooting across the room now, turning his reddening face orange and casting him in a hellish light. He stood from the table, his
chair falling from under him and onto the floor, and he bent his massive body over
his youngest son. He picked Bobby up by his torn flannel with one hand and pinned
him to the wall beside the screen door so that Bobby's feet dangled a foot above
the wooden floor. His other hand was lifted in the air behind him, gathering the
necessary momentum to deliver his message into Bobby's pink face when he saw,
stumbling and swaying sideways from the woods, the goat.
He dropped Bobby from the wall and let his fist fall. The others turned and
looked through the door one by one, until the four of them stood there in the setting sun, watching the mangled goat walk a wavy line, confused about where it was
bleeding from its skull.
"It's back!" Bobby jumped up and cheered. His father opened the screen door
and made for the goat, Bobby rejoicing behind him.
"You sure did wonk that goat good," Caleb whispered to his brother.
When their father was halfway to the goat, he stopped, turned around, and came
back towards the house. He walked up the steps of the porch and reached above the
doorframe where they all stood, and grabbed his shotgun. Without pause, he turned,
hurried back to the goat, stuck the end of the barrel inside of the goat's ear, and
shot its head apart. Wet guts and blood sprayed his clothes and face, and he turned
around to face the house. He could see the individual outlines of each person that
made up his family, little blank silhouettes framed in the door, and while the light
was gone, making it impossible to see their faces, he imagined them watching him,
dissatisfied and ungrateful.
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The Austin Area
Tracey A. Showers

Dear Jackie:
Chile, it's been a while since I'z heard from ya and I'z was a wondering what
happen to ya chile. Yuz and yo family picked up so fast and moved away allz of a
sudden without a word as to why. I guessed at it but I'z didn't want to say, yu kno.
But I'z sho glad yu decided to sit down and sketch me out a note. It's mighty good
to hear from ya. Yuz waz axen bout the neighborhood and haz anything changed
since yuz left and it hasn't, chile thangs are still the same. Folks still folks and shit
still shit. Thaz <loin more of em drugs and it's mo of em round here. But I knowz yuz
don't want to hear this here, but I'z sorry to tell ya that yo nephew is all mixed up
in this here mess. Yuz been gone for bout ten years and the area has gottin bad, but
wez makin due wit what we have. God will make a way out of no way. I sho believes
that. Without him we wouldn't bez hear.
But Jackie chile, yu kno wez in Austin area sho has our share of drug, but lately
its got wurse since yu den left. Now don't git me wrong, Austin is not the wurst I've
seen its jist den got real bad. But honey chile when you compare it to the rest of them
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there neighborhoods like: K-Town, Garfield Park, and that ole Englewood area over
yonder, we ain't so bad afterall. But let it git hot round here, like when the summer
comes and the whole place goes to hell in a hand basket. Lately thez been a lota
shootings, 'specially at night. Yu can hear 'em guns shots ranging in the air. Some
shots are them single shots; yu know the ones that be shot one atta time. And chile,
'em otha onz are multiple like from one of them machine guns or somethin. The otha
nite I'z waz in my window mining my own business and I'z seen Miss May's youngen
run from that old court way building cross the street. She look like she had somethin
in her hands. But yu kno theze eyez ain't whatz they uze to be. Anyway them police
caught up to her and putz her in the car. I knowz theyz took her over to that there
jail over yonder cross the bridge. Theyz sayz she had twelve bags of that dope on her.
Miss May tried to go and git her but theyz wanted too much money for bail she told
me, so she had to let her stay in there. She gon have to do some time fo that. It's a
shame whatz theze here chillins put us thru.
Yu kno most of that there traffic that comes thru here is at nite. Most of the time
it's alright, but when summertime comes and the heat hit there asses, theyz come out
like roaches. And chile theyz come from all over yonder, the city and the boonies.
Yu kno a lot of us round here den cut down our trees and bushes so those boyz
can't hide and dodge the police, 'specially yo nephew and that Steward boy Greg yo
nephew hangs wit allz the time. I'z don't kno if yu member him or not, but he'z that
dark short kid with the big knot on the right there side of hiz head. Don't know how
it actually git there but benz there since he'z waz a kid and jist nvr went away. He
also walks wit a limp on that there right side too and he'z keeps hiz right hand in hiz
pocket there cause hiz fingers all twisted like. Mindz me of them chillins that bez on
Jerry kidz u kno, them po' retardation kidz. Now yu kno me and I'z wanted to kno
the truth so I axed; jist as sure az my name iz Miss Sweet Mattie Maple. I'z so sweet
er'body tellz me anythang I'z want to kno. His momma sayz that it happens whenz
he'z was born. She sayz the doctors pulled on one leg and stretched it out and thatz
why it's longer than the otha. Now that knot, well no one kno bout that and that
hand probly happen whenz they pullz the leg, they pullz the arm and stretched it to.
But like I'z waz saying, the grass is more brown than green and it's from all 'em boys
running all over the grass and messin it up. Yu kno what I'm talkin bout.
Wez also den got together and bought 'em big ole garden light poles that shine
real bright you kno', to try and scare 'em away. They shine on all our grasses and
houses. We try puttin'em up along the sides of the sidewalks and in the grasses you

kno' but those bad ass boys 'cluden yo nephew and that Steward boy den trumped
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all over 'em and knocked 'em down with sticks and rocks. So now we had to put 'em
on top of the houses and roofs, up there so they can't reach 'em. Its takes 'em a long
time to try and git up there and mess with 'em, knock 'em down; but that's what they
bad asses git for messin wit 'em in the first place. Now 'em boys stand a little back
off the corner there, round the block there and they flunkies be there too sellin that
dope to anybody they can git to buy 'em. They look like dope fiends themselves, with
their clothes all tattered and torn and dirty ole gym shoes and if you git a whiff of
them; they probly ain't had a bath since Jesus was here. If theyz don't stand a little
off the corner theyz be in the middle of the block either selling that shit or gittin their
money for selling that shit. Jackie chile, I member back when theyz use to run thangs
differently than theyz do today. Hangin on that corner, watchin out for these dope
heads -n- trying to duck and dodge the police was killin'em. So theyz came up with
a new plan and start using some common sense to do both. Theyz git some of them
boys to take the order like theyz in a restaurant or something. Then somebody else
git the money and then somebody else go git the dope. It's obviously been working
cause now they can git round the police and sell that stuff. Theyz think they smart
but they ain't and theyz don't even kno it.
Anotha place they stant a-lot, is over there in 'em ole court way buildings. I
believe they stand in 'em cause most of the time, 'em lights don't work. And even if
they do, they manage to break the bulb or snatch out 'em wires. Anotha reason is
'em doors. They probly break 'em too unless the lock is fancy and they can't; then
they leave 'em alone. Goodfathem. But you can probbly figure they'd just go and
find someplace else to tear down, they always do. Them court way buildings over
yonder is usually run down anyway and the only people that live in 'em is dope
heads, whores or the one's that ain't got nowhere else to go. Oh, and Jackie you
will git a kick out of this, guess what they call them ole drug dealers now chile; they
call them the local pharmacist. I laughed so hard I damn neer bust the hooks on my
good gurdle. "The local pharmacist is in supply and demand and theyz provide a
very profitable business to the neighborhood." Now ain't that proper if I may say so
myself. That's what they sayz about them. Sounds like some Robin Hood shit to me,
takin from the po' and keep fo the rich folk. Cause that's the only profitable business
they'd into.
Sometimes I see 'em sittin in their cars trying to look inconspicuous. Chile, I
learnt a big word. But they be slump down or leanin back in the seats tryin not to
let the police see 'em. Then they'll look up e'ry now and then to see whose watchin
them. If they git a customer, they go into action. One finds out what they want, one
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gits the money and the last one brings the dope. It's like the assembly line at a factory. It work sometime and sometime it don't; win some, lose some. But when the
police feels like being an ass, they'd pull you out the car, tell you to spread 'em, look
all through yo shit. Other times they just drive on by, shine that bright ass light in
yo face, look at you like you crazy, after blindin yo ass, then they go on about their
business. I've been watchin 'em boys though. They go by each other and slap hands
like they sayin "hi" but I really kno whats they doing. They handin off 'em drugs.
They think wez ole folks don't know what they <loin but we do. We may be ole
school but we smart.
Boy Jackie, I know I've been telling you bout all the drug stuff but chile that's
the biggest news there is. Everything else is bout just the same like I said at the start
of this here letter. Some of the big boys den moved away from they're mamma's
and got their own place or moved on in wit another family member. I bet 'em lazy,
cheap-motherfuckers just don't want to help out their poor momma, and they know
she needs the extra help wit all them lazy ass kids laying up there ain't givin huh
no money or payin no bills. But anywayzs they moved out, probly wit some sceezer
baby momma so they don't have to pay no bills or do anything else for that matter.
Like I said lazy ass kids.
Anyway ever so often white folks come into the neighborhood. White folk buy
from 'em niggas too. But they watch 'em and sometimes they lead 'em back to the
expressway so won't nobody mess wit 'em. As usual, take care the white folks and
don't give a damn bout us niggas. I'll tell you Jackie, these youngens are a mess and
thaze need Jesus in thaze life.
Sincerely,
Mattie B. Your Eternal Friend
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Letters for an Oak
Kayla Tyso n

Dear Resident of 7825 Yarber Street,
In accordance with statute 32A of the Housing Code, please remove the branches of the large oak tree on your lawn that overlap the property at 7827 Yarber St.
This is a final notice. Do not disregard and please respond in a timely fashion.
Thank you,
Brunbaker's Homeowners Association (BHA)
Dear Brunbaker's Homeowners Association (BHA)
I steadfastly decline to remove the branches from my oak tree. Thank you for
your usual persistence in complaining, but as my beautiful oak tree provides sufficient shade for my house, I don't care where the branches go.
Thank you again,
Frank Steward, Resident of 7825 Yarber St.

Kayla Tyson
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Dear Frank Steward,
Your oak tree is the ugly nuisance of this neighborhood. Frank-ly, the Christmas
lights you decorate it with year-round are just as awful as your wife. Please remove
the Christmas lights, the branches that overlap onto the property of 7827 Yarber
Street, and possibly your wife, if possible.
Thank you,
Brunbaker's Homeowners Association (BHA)
Dear Richard,
Let's be honest, everybody here knows that you are the only member of the
Brunbaker's Homeowners Association. You voted the other members out a year and
a half ago. In fact, I was the first one you voted out. You are also the resident at 7827
Yarber Street, and if you wanted me to cut down branches of my great oak tree, you
should have A) asked me personally or 2) cut them down yourself. Seeing as you are
a spineless little bastard with no social skills and an inability to understand the ways
of nature, I am not, nor will I ever, attempt to cut or ruin my oak tree just because
you don't like it near you. The Christmas lights will stay up as well. Christmas is
my favorite holiday, and it can be celebrated all through the year. The fact that it
makes my house look especially tacky is an added bonus. I think I might add to my
Christmastime collection real soon, maybe as soon as my next trip to a Home Depot.
I'm thinking a giant blow-up polar bear with a loud motor that runs all night long
and a big ol' bright red-and-white Santa that will sit right on the side of your house.
I think I'll even put out an old rusty wheelbarrow right up at the front of my lawn
and string some lights around it. How does that sound? And as for the crack about
my wife, it must be so lonely in that house all by yourself since that divorce of yours.
Maybe I should send my awful wife over to talk to you about it. I'm sure she'll have
something to say of what women think of you.
Enjoy,
Frank Steward
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Dear Frank,
Thanks for sending your wife over. I especially liked that little ruse you set up,
having her dress up like a construction worker and asking to take a look at some
zoning issues in my backyard. Luckily, I caught her before she dumped the concrete
mix into my swimming pool. Nice one there; I should have known not to trust a
woman in the workplace.
I see your bet and I raise you: ten o'clock, Tuesday.
Brunbaker's Homeowners Association (BHA)
Dear Dick,
Not sure what that last bit means. You know, I used to shred your letters the
minute I would receive them. By the by, love that you just walk over and put them in
my mailbox each time. Saving yourself some postage there, good on you.
Remember that time you hosted the Y2K New Year's Party a few years back?
The New Year's Party to end all parties? Well, you certainly did manage that. As a
courtesy, attached are some pictures from that party that I've been saving.
I especially like the one where you have ripped off and discarded your shirt,
screaming in fear of the world ending. The world did not end that night, Richard,
but any shreds of your dignity sure as hell did. Feel free to burn those photos, they're
not the originals. I'm keeping those for future blackmail fun.
Frank Steward
Dear Frank "Asshat" Steward,
I'm so sorry to hear of that fire that occurred on your lawn last Tuesday at or
around ten o'clock p.m. It is astounding to me that your lawn was the only thing that
was affected. Unfortunately, your oak tree is still standing. The good news in this is
that your Christmas lights and recent additions to your lawn no longer work, just
like your wife. I understand that the fire chief has labeled the fire of unknown origins
but suspects no foul play. That being said, please cut down the branches of your still
standing oak tree before any other unknown origin fires plague your lawn.
You're welcome,
Brunbaker's Homeowners Association

Kayla Tyson
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Dear Dickhead,
I too am astounded by the mini forest fire that hit my house. I am particularly
astounded by your ability to fuck up arson as well. You couldn't even manage to
set fire to the thing you wanted to! Guess what? I took the whole tree out. Did you
notice? I'm sure you did, since you attempted to fine the moving truck several times.
The oak tree is now happily transplanted to a local park just outside your imaginary
jurisdiction. Happy Arbor Day to you, my friend! I hope you took notice of the FOR
SALE signs outside my house. Though I hope someone does buy this house that my
wife and I are no longer residing in, I can only wish that you terrorize them half as
much as you did us. You are a horrible excuse for a human being. You are rotten,
insipid, stupid, flat-footed, and you have the social skills and arm hair of a caveman.
I hate you and everything you think you stand for.
Fuck you,
Frank Steward
P.S. Enjoy your new set of Christmas lights strung up in and around the outside of
your house. Through your perfectly trimmed hedges, around your properly outfitted
gutters, and strewn about your grass, which is cut at the exact height specified in
your own manuals. The lights all blink to the tune of "Jingle Bell Rock." Just a little
going-away present from us. You should watch it at least once before tearing it down
in all your "lonely old man in striped pajama pants in the middle of the day" glory.
Dear New Resident of 7825 Yarber St,
I wish to welcome you, as a new resident of Brunbaker, to the neighborhood.
Please look over the attached pamphlet familiarizing you with the Housing and
Upkeep Codes of the Brunbaker neighborhood. Please pay close attention to statute
32A of the Housing Code and be aware that the new large palm tree you have inserted in the gaping hole of your new lawn has branches that overlap onto the residence
at 7827 Yarber Street and should be removed in a quick and timely fashion.
Thank you,
Brunbaker Homeowners Association (BHA)
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Dear Old Resident of 7827 Yarber Street,
Sorry, Richard, but Frank already warned us about you. Also, it seems your dog
has somehow wandered over to our little humble abode. We're holding Sparkles
hostage until further notice. Have a great day!
Sincerely,
New Residents of 7825 Yarber Street

Kayla Tyson
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Fearless
V. M. Stone

"NOTHING SCARES ME," LISA SAID. SHE SAID IT CARELESSLY, LIKE SHE WAS

talking about a stubborn zit, but it was still met with half a dozen shouts of
"buuuuuullshit!" This came courtesy of the other four kids in the bed of Mike's
battered red Dodge Durango. (I, being a goddamn gentleman, did not join in.)
At the time of this revelation, we were pulled up alongside rows and rows of
equally cheap, muddy cars in the parking lot of the drive-in that wasn't a drive-in. I
know, it's so '40s of us, but the old Gold Star Cineplex was the only shitty little spot
in that shitty little three-horse town called Milford, Indiana, without a cop sitting at
the shitty little front desk. This was mostly because it didn't have a front desk. The
drive-in movie theater had closed down twenty years ago, and no developer in their
right mind would build so much as a Walmart in this place. So we teenagers had
free run of the place every Halloween. We broke out Tyler's dad's dusty projector
and somebody strung up a white bedsheet between the rotting posts where the real
screen used to be and we'd watch horror movies till dawn. So when smart, quiet,
and explosively gorgeous-which is why I was sitting so very, very close beside her,
I'll admit; cold had nothing to do with it-Lisa Hanover moved to town, we literally
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had nothing better to do than take her along. Thing was, watching Freddy Krueger
run Johnny Depp through a full-body blender was no longer the most startling event
of the night.
Mike laughed loudly and hushed Kate and Julie, who were peppering Lisa with
questions. "You mean you don't scare easy," he said, nodding sagely at the screen.
"Shit like this don't do it for ya."
"Ah, is that a challenge I hear?" Tyler said, rubbing his hands together and
cackling maniacally. "I accept!" Everybody always joked that the Frank family had
chopped the "-enstein" off the end of their name, and looking from their youngest
son to the man on the cover of the required reading peeking out of his backpack,
you could definitely see a resemblance. He had this insane laugh and these huge dark
eyes that never seemed to blink and dirty-blond, frazzled hair that looked like Gene
Wilder and Edward Scissorhands got in a horrible gene-splicing accident. Shame the
only science he was good at was the science of digging up terrible movies, otherwise
the boy coulda gone far.
Lisa's warm body shrunk against mine (there is a God) in embarrassment. "No,
like nothing does it for me," she said. "I've never been scared in my life. Not once."
"Like, not even as a kid? C'mon, Lisa." I smiled and flashed the LED bulb on the
end of my keyring under my chin. "You were never afraid of the dark?" I said in a
ghostly voice.
Her face didn't even flicker. "No. Never. I'm not scared of anything."
Julie took a long drag off her cigarette and gave Lisa a dubious look. "So, like, if
I was to whip out a knife right now and stab Mike-"
"Why's it gotta be me?" Mike said, smiling through his mock hurt. "A fine
girlfriend you are!"
She pulled his baseball cap off his shaved head and shoved it in his face like a
gag, sticking out her tongue before turning back to Lisa. "Alright, I'll stab David,
then," she said, pointing at me. "What would you do?"
"Well," she said, screwing her perfect mouth up in thought, "I'd find something
heavy and hit you with it until you couldn't run after me and do the same, then
I'd get out of the truck, run to the nearest place with a lock on the door, and call
the cops." She said it all-even the bludgeoning-unusually smoothly, like she was
reciting a grocery list.
"See!" Mike said, pointing a victorious finger at her. "You wouldn't want her to
kill you. You'd be afraid of that!"
But Lisa just shook her head. The blood-spattered movie screen reflected off
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her short, white-blonde Marilyn curls and made a faint red halo around her like
some perverse Madonna (just how perverse I hoped to shortly find out, but again:
Gentleman). "Brave and stupid aren't the same thing- well," she said with a slight
chuckle, "not always. I wouldn't want her to kill me, of course not. But I wouldn't
be screaming my head off while I was keeping her from doing so. No, I'd do all that
stuff I just told you, and I'd do it quickly and efficiently, without making a sound."
Kate readjusted the headband holding back her long red hair and frowned.
"Well, that just means you've got a better-whaddyacallit-fight or flight thing than
most people. Lots of people have that. FBI people and firemen and shit. You do well
with real-life scares." She leaned in towards her, grinning wickedly, the white of her
teeth gleaming like the flesh of a bitten apple beneath her darkly painted lips. "It's
supernatural stuff that gets to you."
Tyler snapped his fingers. "Exorcist," he said. He dove into the stack of DVDs in
his bag. "We'll watch The Exorcist. That'll do it."
"You bet your ass," I said with a shudder. "If the story doesn't scare you, then the
makeup will. The shit they did to that kid's face just ain't right ... "
"Seen it," she said with a yawn. "It's a two-hour ad for the Vatican, and frankly,
they've put out way more disturbing stuff than that. Nothing to it."
Tyler's eyes bugged out even further than normal (something I didn't think
possible). "Seriously? How 'bout The Ring?"
Lisa rolled her gleaming gray-blue eyes. "Please. At least the Exorcist girl was
evil. The one in The Ring just needed a shrink, a foster home, and a goddamn hug,
and the whole mess could have been avoided. Can't be scared of a ten-year-old
trauma patient who can't even get at you if you unplug the TV."
"Silent Hill?" Julie asked.
"Laughable."
"The Grudge?" Kate chimed in.
"Headache-inducing."
"Hm ... ," I said, stroking my chin in exaggerated thought before pointing my
hand at her like a gun." Halloween."
"Dated."
"Saw," Mike said, drawing out the letters like he was daring her to diss any one
of them.
She took that dare without a second thought. "Tacky," she said, wrinkling her
nose.
"Poltergeist," Tyler said.
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"Ugh, what is it with the whole 'little girls are evil' thing?" she said with an
irritated sigh. "Am I the only person left in America who doesn't still believe in
cooties or something? Dumb."
"Ooh, how 'bout The Omen. It's an evil little boy in that one," I added hastily,
seeing the disappointed look on her face.
Lisa smirked but still shook her head no. "Paranoid."
We went on like this for a while, throwing out horror movies that Lisa kept
shooting down with one word, one-star reviews. Before we knew it, most of the
other kids had given up whining about how the floral pattern around the edges of
the sheet was covering up Sarah Butler's tits and had circled around the truck, calling
out titles and eventually real-life scares.
It was at this point that some genius decided to demonstrate one such real-life
scare by chucking a bottle of Guinness right at the back of Lisa's head. It went sailing
through the air like a ballistic missile and struck the outside of the truck bed that
shielded the small of her back. There was a massive thrack! and an explosion of
brown glass and sticky tan froth showered the screaming crowd. Tyler, Mike, and
Julie leaped to their feet, Lisa and I scrambled up against the opposite side of the
truck bed, and Kate seemed to have made the jump to the top of the cab without
even uncrossing her legs. The night devolved into a mess of curse words and run-on
shouts, with Mike, Tyler, Julie, and Kate all periodically checking to see if Lisa was
alright. For all that checking, though, I was the only one who noticed that when the
bottle hit, she didn't jump. She didn't scream. The girl didn't so much as flinch.
If curiosity killed the cat, then I was dead where I stood.
Carefully I pulled free a fat shard of glass that had gotten tangled in her hair
and then squeezed her shoulder once. "C'mon," I said quietly, wrapping my jacket
around her and climbing out of the back of the truck, "let's get out of here. I'll walk
you home."
I held my hands up to her to help her down. She looked at them curiously for a
moment, the way you might if you were served some wobbly foreign delicacy at a
dingy restaurant, before accepting them and hopping down after me.
"Jesus," I said after we had gone a little ways, "you weren't kidding about
keeping cool under fire and all that."
"I wasn't kidding about any of it. I just don't get scared. I don't know why, but I
don't." She shot me a suspicious look. "You still don't believe me, do you?"
"Well, now I do," I said with a short bark of laughter, and she smiled gratefully
at me. "So you've got no idea why this happens-or, doesn't happen, I guess?"
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Lisa shrugged and folded her arms across her sweater-encased chest. "Not a clue.
I just don't. Why," she said with a laugh, "you got a theory?"
I grinned. "Tons," I said. I pulled one hand out of my pocket to mime holding
a pipe and furrowed my brow "impressively" (though judging by how hard Lisa
laughed at this, I suspect I actually just looked constipated). "You were molested by
the devil, you need to eat less white bread, you have serious daddy issues, and/or you
have suppressed all memory of the ninja cult that raised you in secret, deep beneath
the sewers of New York City."
Lisa smirked. "Congratulations," she said, "you own a psych textbook and a
cable subscription. An impressive feat indeed."
I gave her a little flourishing bow. "Dr. Copperfield, at your humble service."
"I don't think 'humble' has anything to do with it."
"Not in the least." Smiling, I shoved my hands back in my pockets and watched
her closely for a second in thought. "But armchair psychology's a hobby of mine. I
like figuring out how people think -especially if it's kind of, y'know, unusual."
She raised an eyebrow. "Well, I don't really think anyone gets into psychology to
study the sane. It can't be very interesting."
"You'd be surprised," I said, wagging a finger at her. "Maybe there is more stuff
to look at in a crazy person's head than in a normal person's, but nobody can prove
it."
"Why's that?" she asked, looking up at me in confusion.
"Because everyone's a little bit crazy."
A small shadow crossed her face then-or maybe it was just a cloud passing by
the moon; it's hard to remember. Then she giggled a little too brightly and looped her
arm through mine. (Jesus, Lord in Heaven, her arm through mine. It was like biting
into a battery.) "Alright, then, doe::tor," she said, teasing me in more ways than one.
"Analyze me, then. For real this time."
I stared up at the stars in thought as we walked up the block to her house.
Finally, when we were only a few feet away, I came back to Earth and gave her a
searching look. "You're hiding something," I said. "Hiding something about you,
or hiding from it. Maybe you don't know what it is, but you know it's there, and it
bothers you. It scares you. So you swallow it and all possible fear along with it. No
one else ever has to see you feel frightened, and you don't have to ever understand
just why you can't let them."
Another shadow lingered on her face, angry and twisted and midnight black this
time. The flirtatious smile she pulled on as fast as she could looked a little too forced
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for comfort. "Are you calling me a liar, Mr. Copperfield?"
"Just a little," I said with a smile. "No more than anybody else."
Her shoulders relaxed a little, and her laugh sounded real again. "Deep shit,
man," she said snapping her fingers twice.
"Lady," I said, leaning against the stone pillars of her front gate, looking like
something out of a bad black-and-white movie (yeah, film snobs, don't pretend those
don't exist), "you have no idea."
"Alright, then," she said lightly, stepping through the gate and closing it behind
her. "Well, I'm afraid it's time for you to disappear, David Copperfield."
"Aw, see, you are afraid of something. Not having me around to talk to." I
nonchalantly examined my fingernails. "Can't say I blame you."
She shoved me playfully in the shoulder and handed back my coat. "Yeah, yeah,
parting is such sweet sorrow and all, but not getting up in time for my math test
tomorrow would be a bigger sorrow, so move it. And what kind of name is David
Copperfield, anyway?"
"The kind you get when your parents are both readers and sadists," I said.
"Poor thing."
I dramatically lay my wrist across my forehead and clutched my heart. "Yes,
well, we all have our crosses to bear, and this is mine."
We waved good-bye and she stepped through the front doorway of her neat,
secluded, little white house that sat at the top of Packer Hill. I watched her fine little
silhouette flit from window to cream-curtained window for a while before turning
away and putting a hand in my right jacket pocket. Instantly my finger burned with
pain. With a small, sharp cry I ripped it out and held it up to my eyes. Squinting at
it in the dark, I managed to make out a small bead of blood running down my first
finger. The glass~ I realized, putting my hand (carefully, mind you; don't try this at
home, kids) back into my pocket. Sure enough, it closed around a jagged chunk of
bottleglass, and Lisa's blank face at the moment of impact flashed before my eyes.
Hiding something ...
Frowning, I gave the Hanover house one last, long look over my shoulder as a
cold night breeze picked up and raced down the hill towards me. Then I pulled my
coat tighter around my body and walked home, turning the glass over in my palm
as I went.
The next morning I announced that I'd keep my sorry ass out of Lisa Hanover's
appealing psyche, since otherwise I might lose all chance of getting into her equally
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appealing body. My friends, though, had other ideas. For a solid week the morons
we deigned to hang out with came to school with all manner of jump scares in their
backpacks. Rubber knives, Halloween masks, and even a goddamn real live brown
recluse spider that Tyler found lurking in the banana stand at Trader Joe's-all of
these were brought in to try, and ultimately fail-to get a rise out of Lisa. Finally,
after I tipped her off that Mike and Julie had snuck a few cow eyeballs out of
the science lab one morning, Lisa summoned us all together in the lunchroom and
brought down the banhammer as hard as she could.
"For Christ's sake, guys, this is getting ridiculous," she said, running her palm
over her face and letting her first finger and thumb rest on the bridge of her nose.
"You're not going to scare me. It just won't happen, and I don't see why you care so
much if it does? Don't you have anything better to do?"
The four of them stared at her blankly. "Not really," they said in unison.
Lisa gave me a dubious look, and I raised my hands apologetically. "Hey, look
around. You can't exactly say they're lying."
"I don't care if the only other kinds of entertainment you have are the PaintDrying Museum and donkey show tryouts," she said, folding her arms in a huff.
"This ends now."
Tyler slid dramatically across the lunchroom floor towards her and sank to his
knees. "Please," he said, batting his eyes in a way that would make Bambi jealous,
"one more try? Just one? I'll leave the spiders out of it this time, I promise. Most of
them anyway."
"Might not be a bad idea," I said, before Lisa could open her mouth. She raised
her eyebrows so high at this that they completely disappeared under her bangs. "It'd
keep them from whining about it. Look," I said, "here's what I'm thinking." I flapped
my arms out like a demented bird trying to brake and everyone huddled up at the
table. "Lisa, you take a day-doesn't matter, whatever works for you- and you go
out. Go anywhere you like, but you can't come back to the house till I give you the
all clear. Send your folks out, too-send 'em out for the whole weekend if you think
you can get away with it. Meanwhile, you twatwaffles"-here I pointed at the four
grinning idiots across from us-"will hide somewhere in her house and prepare your
big, shiny, last attempt to scare her. When you're all set up, I'll go get Lisa, and when
we come back to the house you each try to scare her one more time. If it works,
congrats, you've solved one of the great riddles of the universe, have a cookie. If not,
you are not-NOT-allowed to try to scare her ever again. Sound good?"
And, after a brief, frenzied debate, they all-Lisa included-decided that it did.
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"Why aren't you going to try to frighten me, too?" Lisa asked me as we all
cleared out of the cafeteria.
In response, I hid my face behind my elbow (a move that would have looked
much better with a cape and some lightning in the background). "Haow do you
know I von't?" I said in a thick Slavic accent. "Perrhaps zis is all part of my plan."
She cocked her head and gave me a condescending smile. "Your plan is to have
your buddies sit in my closet and ambush me with a bunch of snakes-in-a-can?"
"Well, when you say it like that, it just sounds silly."
A week later I led Lisa up the moonlight streets to her freshly booby-trapped
house. "Now I know it won't look the best, but the kids spent a lot of time on it," I
said, holding open the gate for her and following her up the walk to the front porch.
"So at least pretend you like it. Otherwise you'll hurt the poor things' feelings."
"I'll be gentle, I promise," she said, laughing as we stepped into the entry halland were immediately ambushed by a howling mutant who brought the chainsaw in
his deformed hands within inches of Lisa's face.
A face that just looked bored. "Hi, Mike," she said dully, patting him on the
hump and moving breezily along towards the kitchen. "Glad to see you're enjoying
yourself."
"Oh, come on, Lisa!" he whined, shuffling after us. "You're looking at six straight
hours of makeup here! You could at least jump a little!"
Jumping would prove difficult, however, since at that moment the lights from the
overhead fandelier (yeah, I'm sure that's a word, just go with it) went out and ten
bladed fingers shot out from under the kitchen table and grabbed Lisa by the ankles.
Lisa responded the way I warned Julie she would-by stomping down hard on
the hands holding her and stepping out of their grip without even a shudder.
"Ow-motherfucking Christ on toast, ow!" Julie said, crawling out from under
the table and cradling her injured right hand in her left. "Shit, wonder why nobody
tried that with Freddy in the movies, that's just murder."
"My thoughts exactly," Lisa said. "How'd you work the lights, by the way?"
Julie pointed proudly to a thin bit of fishing wire that stretched from the fan's
pullcord to the back and underside of the covered table. "David gave me the ideahelped me set it all up, too. Too bad it didn't work," she said sulkily. "Just leaves
Tyler and Kate, then. I think they're upstairs somewhere."
Sure enough, when we went up the narrow flight of stairs and turned into Lisa's
bedroom, we were aware of a faint rattling sound in the closet. When we opened it,
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we were greeted by a moaning Tyler, who turned towards us and ripped open his
chest cavity with a scream that shook the windows. Instantly we were doused with
what must have been ten solid gallons of red corn syrup.
Finally Tyler's diaphragm gave out on him and his scream died in an awkward
cough. He clasped his hands and looked at us expectantly. "Scared?"
Lisa wiped the sticky red slime off her forehead with a sigh. "Nope. Just wet."
"And colorful," I added, examining the webbed goo between my fingers as Lisa
walked across the hall to the bathroom. "Man, I hope you brought some carpet
cleaner or something," I said, shaking my head at the buckets of dye splattered on
the floor.
"Yeah, yeah, I'll take care of it," he said, waving a hand dismissively. "Thanks for
talking me into Ziplocking all her stuff, by the way. That stuff had some range, man."
A small, dull voice floated in from the hall. "Um, David?" Lisa said. "Could you
get in here, please? There's a ... problem."
I motioned to Tyler to start cleaning, and he gave me the okay hand sign as
I walked out of the room towards the bathroom. Opening the door, I saw Lisa
kneeling next to Kate's gray, splayed form. Her throat was slashed and dried blood
was spilled all the way down the front of her shirt. Her back was bent over the edge
of the tub and her head was submerged beneath the pinkish waters inside it. Despite
the water, two bloody hand prints were clearly visible on either side of her face.
I shook my head in disappointment. "Oh, come on, Kate," I said, "where's the
shock? Where's the presentation, man?" Chuckling, I sank to my knees on her right
side as Lisa sat motionless on her left. "Gotta admire that lung power, though," I
said, pointing at her open mouth and steady chest. "She's a helluva faker."
"That's the problem," Lisa said. Her voice was strangely even, almost hollow.
"She's not faking." She took my hand in hers and pressed my fingers to Kate's neck.
I should have felt a pulse, but I didn't. There was only water and clammy skin and
stillness under my hand. "She's dead."
My mouth opened and closed several times, but no sound came out. "She-she
can't be," I croaked at last. "Jesus Christ, she can't be ... "
"Hurry, go downstairs," Lisa said, her voice as steady as a new sidewalk. "My
phone's in the kitchen with the others. Call the cops."
"S-Sure," I said, getting shakily to my feet and backing towards the stairs. Funny
thing about those stairs. They must have had a vent or something nearby them that I
didn't notice, 'cause as soon as I set foot on them, a faint, chilly breeze fell upon the
back of my neck like breath, and I could've sworn I heard a voice whisper something
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like, "First the blood ... " It was so faint, so dreamlike, so easily imagined, but it
curled up somewhere in the back of my mind andBut I shook it off quick and ran downstairs to the kitchen. Julie and Mike were
sitting at the table laughing-laughing! Laughing like nothing could ever make 'em
stop!-and chatting away about God knows what kinda crap. All of our cellphones
sat in a pile on the island. I'd collected them all earlier, figuring nobody wanted
to have their hiding place given away by the death knell of an inopportune text
message. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But when I fished mine out of the
pile and was greeted by an unresponsive black screen when I tried to turn it on, well,
it didn't seem quite so good anymore.
Panicked, I swore and grabbed Lisa's phone instead. Still nothing. Mike raised an
eyebrow as he watched me fumble through the phones. "Something wrong?"
"You have no idea," I said. I threw the last phone down and looked around the
room in desperation. "Christ, doesn't she have a landline or something?"
"Nobody's got landlines anymore," Julie said. "What's it matter, anyway? What's
going on?"
"It's Kate," I said breathlessly, fiddling with my cell again, hoping against hope
that it would turn on. "She's-She's dead."
Julie clasped a hand over her mouth and Mike got slowly to his feet, clutching
the edge of the table for support. "What?" he said.
"No way," Julie said, her voice muffled behind her fingers. "No way, what the
hell, David? The hell would you say that for?"
'"Cause it's true! And now none of these phones work so we can't call anybody
to-" Without really paying attention, I ripped the back off my cell phone and my
voice died on the end of my tongue. "Sonofabitch," I whispered.
"What?" Mike said, lunging towards me. "What is it?"
"The battery's gone. That's why none of 'em work. Somebody took the batteries
out of all of 'em."
A horrible, soul-strangling moment of silence fell over our heads like an ash
cloud-and, like all horrible, soul-strangling moments of silence, it was followed
immediately by a power outage.
We all breathed in as one and didn't really dare breathe again until Lisa's voice
came floating down the stairs, and even then only 'cause we kinda had to. "David? "
she said, and we could hear her careful, remarkably steady footsteps overhead as she
made her way to the main floor. "What happened? Did you call the police?" Swear to
God, I nearly burst out laughing then, just at the lazy way she said that. You'd have
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thought we were expecting dinner guests, not the cops.
"Phones are dead," Mike said, his voice about half an octave higher than normal.
"Somebody pulled all the batteries out."
By now Lisa had made it down the stairs and was coming down the hallway
towards us, backlit by a thin sliver of moonlight streaming through the front window
so she looked like a ghost gliding along on no legs and shadow-covered feet. She let
out a low whistle. "Jesus. Think they're still in the house somewhere?"
"No idea," I said. "But we better get the lights up again if we wanna stand any
chance of finding out. Mike, you know how to fix a circuit breaker?"
"Think so."
"Great, you come down with me. You guys," I said, pointing at the girls (probably
didn't do much good in the dark, but c'est la vie), "find somewhere to hide. Don't
argue, just do it. Too much chance of somebody falling and getting hurt if we all go
down."
"Sexist pig," Julie muttered somewhere to my right.
"Yep," Lisa said, striding past me and groping around the island for the knife
block, "but it might not hurt to do it anyway. Ah, there you are!" Quickly she drew
two long, sharp carving knives (who needs two carving knives?) out of its innards
and passed one to Julie. The blades gleamed in the weak line of moonlight, two silver
sneers peeking out lecherously in the gloom. "Get under the table. The cloth's long
enough to cover us both, and if anyone comes in, it'll rustle and give them away
without giving us away."
Julie did as she was told and Mike and I headed down into Lisa's basement.
Mike managed to spot the circuit breaker box thingy (well, that's the technical term,
anyway) over in the corner of the room and set to work immediately, but me, I got
stuck on those damn stairs again. I couldn't help it, that hissing voice just hypnotized
me. It was longer this time, "First the blood, then the sweat," or something like
that. It seemed louder this time. Louder and closer. I figured maybe I could find
the whisperer if I looked hard enough, so I stood squinting in the dark for a while,
searching for the source of that horrible, haunting voice. Musta stood there for
longer than I thought, because before I knew it there was a faint surging noise and
all the lights flickered back on.
Mike slammed the box shut with an annoyed grunt. "Thanks for all the help."

"Don't mention it," I said absently, still looking around, my ears straining to
catch the slightest whisper. "Hey, did you hear that?"
He frowned. "Hear what?"
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Apparently the god of comedic timing is a cruel and terrible one, because at that
minute there was a tremendous crash and a scream from above. I bolted up the stairs
to find the floor covered with glass. Lisa was only halfway out from underneath the
table, which had been crushed beneath the weight of the fallen chandelier that once
hung above it. Crushed along with it was ... oh, Julie ...
"Oh my God, what happened?" I said, rushing over and gingerly pulling Lisa
out of the wreckage.
She cringed and bit back a cry of pain as I pulled her legs free from the mess
of glass and wire and splintered wood. "I don't know," she said. "It just fell-just
as soon as I started to crawl out, the whole thing just came down. I dunno what
happened, but it just landed on the table before Julie had a chance to get out. No, no,
don't bother with me, it's just twisted is all," she hissed, batting my hands away from
her legs and pulling herself up into a decidedly wobbly standing position. "Where's
Mike?"
"Didn't he come up after me?"
"No," Lisa said. She picked her knife off the floor and hobbled over to the
basement door, waving a hand at me like she was beating back a giant wasp. "I'll
find him, you check and see if she's ... if there's any . .. just check, alright?"With that,
she disappeared downstairs-and I took off upstairs without so much as a glance
in Julie's (frankly hopeless) direction. I know, I know, it sounds awful, but she was
clearly gone, and with her I feared had gone another of our unhappy band. I mean,
I know Tyler's a little stuck in his own head, but even he'd react to the sound of a
chandelier smashing into the floor.
Besides, when I was pulling Lisa out, I thought I heard Julie breathe her last, and
her last sounded an awful lot like "First the blood, then the sweat, then the tears."
And I tell you, I was getting pretty goddamn sick of those whispers and I wouldn't
have anymore of them-not even from her.
Anyway, I raced up to Lisa's bedroom, where I had last left Tyler and, well, I think
you can guess what was waiting for me there. Not Tyler. Not really, not anymore.
I was so tired by that point I just leaned against the wall for support and looked at
the bent-double mess until I heard the basement door creak open and I didn't have
to look at it anymore. Though I was sure it was her, I didn't call Lisa's name when I
went downstairs. No, I wanted to hear what she was muttering to herself as clearly
as possible, because from upstairs it sounded an awful lot like "First the blood, then
the sweat, then the tears; all three together make the most perfect-"
Most perfect what I never found out, for my foot landed on a squeaky floorboard
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at that moment and she looked up to see me watching. She still had the knife in her
hand and was leaning against the wall too, only she seemed to need it a lot more than
I did. She nodded once at the ceiling and asked, "Tyler?"
"Gone," I said. "Mike?"
"Gone too."
"Just us, then."
"Seems like." A single, quiet note of panic seemed to enter her voice as she said
this, but one shuddering breath later it was gone and she was back to her quick,
smooth, authoritarian manner of speaking. "Listen," she said, cringing as she crept
out of the doorframe, "you'll have to help me, my legs are worse than I thought. We
need to get out the back door and over to the neighbors' somehow- both of us," she
said firmly, pointing the knife at me like a teacher's ruler." Otherwise whoever gets left
behind'll just get picked off once the other one's gone." By whoever gets left behind,
I knew she meant herself, but I couldn't take offense at that-self-preservation and
all-so I just nodded and draped her arm around my shoulder for support. "The
island," she said, nodding in its direction. "Hide behind the island for now. We'll be
out of sight from the front and back windows and can wait there safely until we're
sure the coast is clear. Then I'm afraid you might have to carry me to the neighbors',
but it's a straight shot of only a yard or so, we'll make it."
Well, I did as the lady asked me, and we crouched behind the tall right side of
the island together, safely tucked out of view but still barely daring to breathe, just
watching and waiting, waiting and watching, our pulses ticking like old wristwatches
in our ears. It was kind of exciting, I guess, but somehow ... somehow I didn't think
it was necessary, and I intended to say so.
"Lisa?" I whispered. My shoulders shook and my voice sounded high and alien
in my ears, like a child calling for his mother in the darkened woods.
She didn't respond. Her hawk-like eyes were trained on the back door, and she
flexed her fingers almost impatiently on the handle of the carving knife. I kept talking
anyway. "Lisa, who was the last person in the room with Kate before we knew she
was dead? And Tyler and Julie and Mike?"
This got a slight reaction. An odd twitch of the head and a noncommittal grunt,
yeah, but it was something. I felt sweat beading on the nape of my neck and running
down my back like ice cubes, and my tongue felt like a dryer sheet, stiff and too big
for my mouth. Still, I kept talking. I had to keep talking. I only had one shot to get
this right.
"It was you, Lisa," I said, as calmly as I could manage. "With all of them."
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"They were all dead when I got there," she snapped. "Same every time."
"How can I be sure?"
She laughed coldly and shook her head. "Guess ya can't. I know how this must
look." She raised the knife slowly, thoughtlessly, onto its point like a ballet dancer. "I
mean, if this were a horror movie, I'd definitely be the killer."
I slid my right arm under hers to circle her waist. As she relaxed in my grip,
I nestled my head in the hollow of her collarbone as if for a kiss. "But this isn't a
movie," I said. "This is real life."
Then I took the boxcutter out of my left-side pocket and ran it across her throat.
That beautiful pale skin split open like overripe fruit and Lisa barely had time to
gasp before the blood started to drown her. Her blood. The smell of freshly minted
coins enveloped me as I pressed my nose against the wound, and I groaned to the
rhythm of her sputtering breaths. I basted my lips in her stained flesh. She tasted
like heaven, like salt, like genesis in reverse. Like blood and sweat and tears. First
the blood, then the sweat, then the tears; all three together for the most perfect fear.
Gently I pushed her whimpering body against mine until I had her face in my
slick red hands and her head in my lap like a baby in a cradle. "I can explain," I said.
Okay, so maybe I was lying to you guys a little. I can't be sure, but I mighta been,
so I'm sorry about confusing you at all. Maybe I didn't watch Lisa's shadow moving
around her house at night just the one time. Maybe Tyler and I didn't talk much
after his prank, seeing as I stabbed him in the jugular as soon as Lisa was out of the
room. Maybe I wasn't surprised by Kate's still chest and cold skin, since I gave 'em
to her half an hour before, right after I ripped the batteries out of everyone's phones.
Maybe those whispers were more familiar than I care to admit. Maybe Mike wasn't
in any shape to fix the fusebox after I cracked him over the head a few times with a
ball-peen hammer I'd set on the shelf hours earlier, so I had to do it myself. Maybe
I'd timed those lights to go out, and rigged the chandelier to blow when they went
back on. I dunno, it all runs together in my head, and it's not really worth thinking
about anymore, is it?
"See, I get you, Lisa," I said, watching terror finally appear in her eyes and
drinking it in like wine. "I know what it's like to feel like that-or not feel, I guess.
I know what it's like to be missing something. Sure," I said with a shrug, "mine's
different, but they go together pretty nicely. You can't feel fear-well, not till I got to
you, anyway. Me, I can't feel pain. Not normally. Not ever, before I started doing ...
this." I ran my finger along the edge of the slit across her neck and she inhaled sharply,
wonderfully, convulsing in pain. "Hurts, doesn't it?" I said. "I get that now. After
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killing somebody's the only time I do get it. That's the only time I can understand
what people mean when they say they're hurting. Isn't that pathetic? I've gotta watch
them die just to figure out why they're afraid to." I sighed and placed her hand on my
raised knee, resting my cheek on her open palm. "After that, my feelings fade awayslowly sometimes, yeah, they can last a while, three years was the most at last count,
I think-but sooner or later they're gone again. I'm gone again. And so-" here I let
out a thin, broken laugh as I gestured down the length of her body-"here we are."
Lisa was shaking under my hands, and she had started tearing up as I spoke. I
tried to comfort her, I really did-lay down with her and held her and ... and stuff.
But that just seemed to make her cry more. I wasn't sure if it was 'cause she felt sorry
for me or just 'cause she was dying. Like I said, I'm not too good at that kinda stuff.
Suffering. Empathy. Care.
"I tried to fix myself other ways, I swear I did. That's why I read about psychology
all the time. Read about a lot of things, really, especially stuff about people with hard
lives. That's where I got the names. David Copperfield, Willy Loman, John Proctor,
Tom Joad, Oliver Twist-yeah, a little heavy on the Dickens, I guess, but you can
see why, can't ya?" I gave her a slight, nervous smile. For some reason, she didn't
return it. "Yeah, I've gone through a lot of those names in the past thirty years, yeah,
thirty," I said as her eyes widened in surprise. "Got a baby face, I know." My smile
slipped into a frown as I took her chilled hand in mine and examined it. "Still can't
decide whether that's a good thing or not." Shaking my head, I let her arm fall to
the floor and ran a hand through my short, dark hair. "Guess my parents and I have
to leave again, don't we? We always do after things like this-'fraid I've kept 'em
moving from state to state since I was, I dunno, sixteen or something? That way
nobody knows enough to turn me in." I cocked my head and frowned. "Well, I guess
they could turn me in, but they wouldn't do that. We've got a deal, you understand,"
I explained. "Oh, they don't like it, but y'see, they're scared of me. Me~ Lisa!" My
laugh shifted to a sigh halfway out of my throat as I watched her face, and I lowered
my head to hers to kiss the tears out of her eyes. "And you're scared of me, too, aren't
you? You are. You of all people." A flicker of what I guess is called sadness sprung up
in the pit of my stomach. It died quickly, though. My feelings always do.
"Maybe that's why you tried not to feel any fear. 'Cause anybody who knows
that kinda stuff about you can hurt you with it. But I didn't wanna hurt you, Lisa,"
I said, running my hands through her soft, gentle curls, now stained a rosy pink at
the ends. A thousand pale little flowers tucked around her head like a crown. Why
was she so mad at me? It looked like such a nice way to die. "I like you, I really
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do. I wasn't planning on it, I never plan on it, it ... it just happens, sooner or later.
I just get too empty after a while and I can't take it, I can't live like that, I can't be
human just half the time and nothing the rest, it's not fair, I can't keep it straight, you
can't expect me to feel everything and nothing at once, it's enough to drive anybody
crazy! You understand that, don't you? Don't you?" I tried to shake the words into
her head, but it just flopped back and forth to a singsong beat I could always hear
somewhere in the distance, the gash in her throat spreading into an even wider,
taunting grin. I tried to cover it, to shut it up, closing my hands tightly around her
neck and squeezing out a loud, wet cough. My knuckles whitened on the sides of her
throat, and her skin whitened under them.
"Why did you have to tell me?" I demanded, shaking her so hard her head
cracked against the floor and left a small, dark smear on the linoleum. "I wouldn't
have done it otherwise, I'd have been interested like normal, not interested like this!
The last one was years ago-years, Lisa! I was doing well, I was getting better! I was
fighting it. Christ, why'd you have to ruin it all? We could have all been fine if you
just didn't tell me you were the same!"
The windows rattled in their casements as I spoke, and to my delight I realized
I'd been screaming. I'd been angry. I'd been hurt. My muscles loosened like severed
strings and I propped Lisa up and let her draining head rest on my shoulder, peppering
her dazed face with kisses. "But maybe it was meant to be," I said, cupping her chin
fondly with my hand. "Maybe you're stronger. Maybe it matters more, making you
scared, and it'll last longer. Last forever." We choked up together-me for the first
time, her for the last. "Oh, Lisa," I said, as the life went out of her eyes like headlights
sinking in a lake, "maybe you can save me."
But I oughtta've known better. Sure, the feelings lasted a while after I curled
Lisa up in a neat little ball on the floor, folded her arms modestly across her exposed
chest like she was hugging herself (y'know, gentleman and all), and told my folks
it was moving day again. Lasted a whole seven years, lucky number seven, longer
than anybody else put together. She kept me hurting for ages, and I'll always be
grateful for that. Even the whispers were quiet when she was around-straight-up
gone for the first few months; that's never happened before. But now, even that well
of emotions is starting to dry up. Mom and Dad kept me steady for a while, sure,
but I didn't do them right. It was just outta convenience, y'know, I can't pass for
eighteen anymore, and having your parents hanging around after that puts people
off a bit. And they were my folks and all, so it seemed, like, courteous to be neat with
it, but that meant the feelings didn't last as long. Two months later and I'm running

V. M. Stone

195

on fumes again.
I hope I got enough left to get to Canada. I can't stay in the country anymore,
not after the big feeding frenzy Lisa's thing became. Newspapers, TV, radio, booksthey're even making a movie about it. With Joseph Gordon Levitt and the Olsen
sister that doesn't suck. Kinda flattering, I guess, but it doesn't help get the heat off
me. So I figured Canada's the best place to light out to. Easier to get in than Mexico,
and not as many cops. Besides, I don't think they've ever had a serial killer. Once I
get recharged, it might take them a while to figure out that they do.
Meanwhile I keep driving Dad's shitty old Pathfinder through the dark Dakota
plains, one hand on the steering wheel and one hand in my pocket, turning that
chunk of glass I pulled out of Lisa Hanover's hair over in my palm, smiling every
time I can actually feel it cut me. First thing I ever kept from a killing, that glass. The
cops would call it a trophy, but that's not quite right. More like a memento, a love
letter from someone fallen in battle. I turn it over, hoping against hope that I'll feel
the jagged grain against my palm this time, and say it again, just like I did before I
left her lying in the kitchen, tucked into that heart-shaped pool of her own blood.
"I'm sorry, Lisa," I say. "Sorry, Lisa, sorry, Tyler, sorry, Julie and Mike and Kate
and Emily and Aaron and Jake and Penny and Ally and all the other ones I can't
keep track of anymore. I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to hurt you. I was just trying to
understand you in the only way I knew how."
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Changeling
Natalie Van Sistine

Nox

WATCHED HER FROM HIS SEAT AT THE HEAD OF THE WAGON WHILE SHE

chased the rabbit across the field. Jana would run so low to the ground that with
every incline, her hands and fingers would brush against the dirt and claw at it for
purchase, causing her to run in spurts like a wild hunting animal. He knew that if she
caught the rabbit, as she had already caught others before, she would likely break
it beneath her fingers, even biting into the flesh, blood staining and dribbling down
her chin while she stared blankly ahead. He could only imagine in those moments
that she paused to wonder why it didn't taste like cooked meat. She was smartinexplicably smart for seven-but her logic wasn't right, and most of the time, it was
unpredictable too.
She straddled two worlds in her head, or at least, that was the best sense the two
of them could make of it in the rare moments when she was calm and lucid enough
to talk, not throbbing and twitching with energy like she was now. He thought they
must overlap on their edges somehow, and they stayed closed to that overlap-the
border-most days, while she danced and faded between them, always in his sight
in this world, probably in someone else's in the other. People, animals, everything
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there-none of it had ever belonged to Jana in the same way Nox and his world
were her's. Nox knew that he was somehow a part of her logic she'd saved, a part of
herself she wanted to be able to love and come back to, even with raw, bloody rabbit
on her lips. The rest of his world world was somehow other parts of her too-some
of it friendly and even warmer than he was. Most of it wasn't.
Autumn had come in his world for the fourth time that year. In the distance,
further away from the border, the forest seemed to be on fire. The wind continued to
sweep across the rolling hills that stretched as far as he could he see, stirring the grass
that reached to Jana's waist in lazy, lingering passes, the heat of the late afternoon
growing thicker and heavier with oncoming moisture. From his seat on the wagon,
Nox extended his tongue lazily into the air and curled it back into his mouth a
moment later, savoring the insubstantial taste of oncoming rain. The gentle yank and
roll of the wagon had long worked its way into his body, and he remembered the
last day the girl had ridden with him and how her head had bobbed up and down
with the same rhythm when she was oddly too tired to run. It was a covered wagon,
and a few boxes of their things rattled gently, while the oiled blankets flapped in the
wind, thick and heavy out the back, their dull colors continuing to bleach in the sun.
In front of him, the animal pulling the wagon-stocky and shaggy, more dog than
pony-gave out a slight huff that could have been a sigh.
When Nox finally stopped the wagon, Jana had disappeared from sight, but the
occasional burst and crunch of dead grass just within hearing was enough to confirm
that she had not gone far. He unhitched the beast from the head of the wagon and
gave it a long tether off of a nearby tree, patting its head gently and scratching it
briefly behind the ear. He wore a light, long sleeved shirt made from thin grayblue cotton, and dark pants that reached the bottom of his calves. His boots, which
normally covered the rest of his legs, were left in the back of the wagon somewhere
and his traveling cloak, too heavy for the still-rising heat, was stretched across the
seat. He was an older man, with a trimmed and graying beard, the skin beneath his
shirt beginning to sag despite its former tone.
"Nox!"
He turned, and saw Jana standing just behind him, having made no sound as she
approached. The rabbit she'd been chasing was now carefully cradled in her arms,
and he could see its tiny chest rising and falling. She'd left it alive, something she
would not have done even a few months ago. It was barely full grown, and it seemed
oddly pacified in her grip, already snuggled comfortably next to her chest as though
she were safer than its own mother.
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Nox knelt in front of her and she offered him the rabbit. He took it from her
gingerly, and snapped the neck before it could begin to squirm. Jana didn't flinch.
She observed the flash of movement and the thin, visceral crack with the same dead
stare he had expected from her if she'd arrived bloody after gnawing its raw guts
with her teeth.
"Dead?" she asked, no emotion behind the word.
"Yes, Jana," he replied, standing.
"You smell like dead things."
Nox hesitated, glancing down at her warily. "What?"
Her head cocked to one side, staring vacantly past his leg, eyes suddenly glazed
and distant.
"You smell like dead things. Why aren't you dead?" Her head slid to the other
shoulder and suddenly her voice grew lower, speaking with a new cadence. That's
horrible, Jana! Why would you say that?
She dropped to the ground abruptly to sit in the dust, already leaning forward
and distracted with a new thought, extending a finger to draw in the fine top soil
just off of the road. Carefully, she began to describe each line and circle to Nox, who
watched her quietly, knowing better than to stop her.
"Here's the park-this is the whoooooole park." Jana seemed to be speaking
with her own voice once more. "That's the tennis field, and this is the playground,
and the swings are by the road, at the bottom, here. We play hide and seek in the
trees here, and that's the hill and that's where we run and do tag."
"Is anyone else with you?" Nox asked.
"Yeah, Daddy," Jana said after a moment, almost as though the thought had not
occurred to her until he'd asked. "And . . . Chloe."
"Who is she?"
"I met her. Do you want to see what she looks like?" Without waiting, Jana
spat into her palms and began rubbing them furiously together-stemming, she'd
called it once, echoing another voice-her fingers flat and making soft whooshing
noises against each other. "She looks like ... this!" She reached down and grab bed
a fist full of dirt and threw it up into the air. As the dirt rained down, it began to
catch midair and soon he could see a discernible pattern in what was left suspended
in front of him and that it looked like a girl. She must have been around Jana's age,
with straight black hair and almond eyes. The dust construct of the girl smiled and
turned, waving a hand in front of Jana's face, as if trying to draw her attention. Jana
turned back to Nox. "Can I play some more?"
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"Does she have the dead smell?"
"No, that was Daddy."
"Ah. Go play."
Jana grinned at him, wickedly with all teeth, and flew off towards the hills and
a little further away from the border. Behind her, the dust outline of Chloe collapsed
silently.
Nox watched her run for only a moment, before he turned back to the wagon
and saw that a gray-and-black cat had climbed onto his seat and lay sunning itself on
the traveling cloak. Nox walked over to it and leaned against the footrest below the
seat, shading his eyes against the final bits of sun better to watch Jana as she scaled
the first hill directly in her path. She had her arms spread out on each side of her, like
wings instead of claws.
"How long do you think she's forgotten that?" he finally said, glancing over
at the cat. "This is the first time she's tried to tell me. Things could change if she
remembers."
"Mmyes," the cat replied. "Perhaps it's for the best. A clean break after this."
An hour later, Jana collapsed in the middle of the road. She had stopped running,
stumbled, and fell as if any support had been pulled out of her like the last brace of a
block tower. Dust curled up around her body, and she lay extremely still in its midst,
long blond curls splayed out around her head, green shorts and dirt-smudged yellow
tank top leaving most of her pale skin defiantly open to the sun, which adamantly
refused to color her. Her eyes were entwined with the sky, pupils completely dilated
and every limb motionless at her sides. Then she began to scream.
Nox had already started a fire next to the wagon, and glanced up sharply at
the sound. The rabbit was boiling above the small fire pit, along with scavenged
herbs and vegetables, the pelt already cleaned and hung beneath the wagon, just
over the pile of leftover bones. The next day, it would be gone, reanimated into a
living thing and able to run with Jana again because she had no reason to want it
to stay dead, and her logic did not disagree with her over that. She knew rabbits
could be for eating, from books, which her father read to her (something in Nox
understood that he had been a teacher in the days before Jana) and she would
absorb into herself every word, even when she could not stop herself from moving
while he read. That was how she'd learned of the wagon and assimilated it into his
world the same as she had everything else he knew. The novelty of it was still fresh
for her, and Nox found himself pleased with the small simple order of keeping the
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wagon over the days they traveled together. In the same way, he held an innocent
fascination in pulling the rabbits apart and understanding their own order, safe
in the knowledge that they would knit their own flesh together again by morning
because Jana willed it.
As Jana screamed and Nox found his attention drawn away from the boiling
pot, the cat also leapt up from its perch on the wagon seat, hissing in surprise, its
hackles on end all the way down its head to its tail. The screams continued, cutting
out only briefly as Jana took in ragged breaths before continuing until it was all
over, just as quickly as it began. She sat up and looked towards the wagon, her eyes
seeking something that was past them, something in the second world.
"Jana," Nox called her calmly, when she did not stop staring. "Have some dinner.
It's going to rain soon."
Above them, the sky had turned a brilliant shade of blue and had stayed that
way for almost half an hour already, as though her world preferred to linger on the
color of it and savor it like hard candy. Behind it, the weight of the imminent rain
also seemed to wait for its own unbidden cue.
Jana did not blink, even when Nox called her a second time. From beneath her
lips, a low, keening howl began to grow instead, rising higher and higher, the tone of
it sharp and clear, sliding between pitches. Inherently, Nox realized it was the sound
of an emergency siren and she was simply echoing the sound of it after it had already
blasted its way through her head at least once before.
The cat flinched, pulling its ears back and squinting its eyes. It leapt into the bed
of the wagon and disappeared from sight.
"Jana!" Nox yelled at last, cutting through the sound of her wail, frustrated that
she hadn't stopped.
Like a flipped switch, she stopped immediately and came to eat.
The rain started after they finished eating. Jana climbed into the wagon as night
settled in around around them, but N ox retrieved an umbrella, hanging from the
back support of the wagon, and remained outside as the first droplets began to fall.
It was blue, another of Jana's preferences, and the handle was smooth and straight,
without a hook at the end. The temperature had continued to rise rather than fall, as
the rain grew in its intensity, and every drop that struck the ground seemed to spit
steam around him, so that everything below his waist was soon shrouded in a thick,
syrupy mist. It beat against the umbrella, held steady and straight just over his head,
and it made him feel sick and feverish and dazed.
He had gone to stand at the border, and dimly he could see the shadows of
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Jana's second world. A line of figures marched slowly just beyond where he stood,
in tandem like a singular, homogenous entity, each silhouette as identical as the one
before, blank and expressionless. Beyond them, there was a plain wooden box, large
enough for the body of a dead man. Nox was watching out of the corner of Jana's
eye, taking in what he could grasp of what she chose to see. Someday, he might have
to remind her of today and tell her what it had looked like. And soon, even that had
faded into indistinguishable blackness. He turned back to the wagon, and its small
warmth and small light.
A single candle hung from the frame that supported the oiled blankets, both
keeping the dark and wetness at bay. The light was high enough to provide a glow
suitable for both of them, while staying out of Jana's way while she played in the
back of the wagon among a few chests of their things. She had a small set of dolls-a
girl with a lace dress, named after herself and clearly her favorite, a boy made from
rags, two rats, and a dog. There was no difference between the dolls in her games,
as though they all shared the same blood, or she could not find any distinction
between them. Nox sat with a half blank book in the front of the wagon, pausing
thoughtfully before adding each new sentence to it with an ink pen. The cat was at
his feet, still sitting up with its back hunched and a sour look on its face, occasionally
hissing its distaste for the rain.
"This is the ambulance!" Jana announced suddenly, her voice loud and breaking
the repetitive patter of the rain. Nox and the cat both looked up at her. She had
a paper box in the middle of the wagon floor, and her boy doll lay inside of it.
Crammed in around him was the Jana doll and the two rats. Jana pushed the box
closer to Nox. "They're taking Daddy to the hospital because he's sick!"
"That's what made the loud noise before?" Nox prompted.
The cat hissed. "Don't let her start that again. Jana, I'll scratch you if you yell
again."
"It's a quiet ambulance now," she said, her eyes darting around, suddenly unable
to focus on the inside of the wagon. She began to tremble slightly. "It smells like ...
metal. Iron. Magnesium. Aluminum. Alloy." She'd learned the periodic table after the
alphabet, knew it almost by heart. "It stings my nose. The ambulance people have
blue pajamas on."
Nox nodded to the ambulance. "Are they at the hospital yet?"
"Almost," Jana said, still soft. She grabbed one of the rats and said in yet another
voice that wasn't quite her own, We have to stabilize his breathing! His blood
pressure is still rising! The other rat cut in quickly over the first, interrupting as fast
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as Jana could speak.
N ox said nothing.
Jana glanced up at him again, pausing in her game, her expression intense. "The
seats are red."
The ambulance made it to the hospital after the rats had radioed ahead, telling
the doctor to wait with a crash cart because the patient was unstable and may have
suffered a severe stroke with possible brain hemorrhaging. The dog was there to
greet the other dolls.
Hello Jana, my name is Dr. Rivers.
"Hi, Dr. Rivers," Jana said in her own voice. She looked up at Nox again. "She
has glasses like triangles. I don't like her." She wrinkled her nose and glanced at the
canvas walls of the wagon before flopping backwards so that she was lying flat,
studying the candle as it began to swing in circles, propelled by the gentle thump of
her body's weight striking the floor. "The wall is lots of colors. There's animals and
kids and a tree made from hands. The ground hurts my feet and Dora is on the TV. I
don't want to play with the marble track-the ends are all stuck on the bottom and
the marbles don't go anywhere." She frowned. "I don't like this hospital. I don't like
Dr. Rivers."
Her head lolled to one side, limp. Jana, your daddy is very sick and is going to go
see a different doctor right now, will that be okay with you? The dog was still in her
hand. It began to bob up and down.
"NO!" Jana lurched upright again and snatched up her miniature self. She thrust
the dog at Nox and ducked her head down so that she could only see him through
slits in her eyes, her lip suddenly curled upwards in a feral snarl. The documentation
says she has an undiagnosed mental illness, unstable mood, severe psychoses-we'll
probably need a shot of Benadryl. Thorazine if she gets violent. Jana come back
here!"
She set the dog down and doll Jana began to run across the floor of the wagon,
closing in on the boy doll and the two rats. The boy had been laid out on her pillow,
stretched out on his back like it was a bed, and the rats were still gathered around
him. Doll Jana ran to the side of the bed, saying "Daddy!" over and over again,
finally sobbing it. Nox's face creased for the first time, as he began to feel her own
emotions spilling into his. The rain pounded harder above them. It was so hot he was
almost choking down air to breathe.
One of the rats ran towards doll Jana. You shouldn't be here! Security, get this
girl out of here!
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The dog Dr. Rivers came up behind the doll Jana. I've got her; don't worry
about us.
Without warning, Jana suddenly dropped all of her toys except for the dog,
which she threw violently at the cat. The cat let out a scream and jumped back,
falling clumsily and landing half on its back, unable to turn around in time to right
itself. Already knowing what it would do next, Nox lunged forward and snatched
it up before it could leap at Jana, ignoring the claws drawing blood out of his arms,
and he threw it out into the rain through the curtains. The cat yowled, almost as
loud as Jana's memory of the siren, and landed out in the middle of the road before
turning wildly and scurrying back beneath the wagon, where it sulked for the rest of
the evening. Neither of them saw it again until morning.
All in the same instant, Jana had collapsed on the floor once more, this time
thrashing violently. She was sobbing and choking on deep gasps of air, while an
entire series of voices were leaping out of her mouth like demons occupying a single
host and fighting for control.

CLEAR]ananoNOLETMEGOCLEAR]anayoucantse
eyourdaddylikethisCLEARIWANTMYDADDY]ana
pleasejustlistentomeIHATEYOUgoodbringthatoverh
erenow I needtoinjectherwithitCLEAR
Daddy
Nox grabbed her with both his hands, clinging tightly to her wrists even as she
flailed wildly against him, sometimes landing blows on his face and causing the
sharp taste of iron to explode inside his mouth. He didn't know if he was protecting
her or protecting himself, but she fought against him with almost as much strength
as he had himself. Then, with the final whimper of "Daddy" she went limp in his
arms and her head slid back like she'd fallen asleep without warning. Tears made her
cheeks shine in the candlelight, and her hair had gotten into worse tangles than before, but she was suddenly and angelically serene in spite of it. In the long silence that
followed, Nox could only sit there and cradle her, his own body wracking with sobs
of his own, crying because she had cried, hating that they were inexorably linked
this way. Finally, all of her was mourning the passing of her father, finally he was in
the ground, and finally she was starting to fall apart as her world boiled around her
and the rain refused to stop.
But it would stop. In the morning it would be over and Jana would wake clear

204

Hair Trigger 36

and coherent for the first time either of them could remember. She would greet her
own world with arms wide open, smiling and laughing from relief because she'd
chosen it fully at last. Her second life had nothing left that she wanted anymore.
Still, in that moment, Nox clung to her in the midst of a surging roar that sounded like the end of the world, and he whispered into her ear:
"Please don't remember that ever again, Jana. Please."
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First Kiss
Caitlin Brodie

THE DOOR SHUT BEHIND SOPHIE AND JIMMY WITH A SOFT, RELUCTANT CLICK,

and all Ashley could do was stare in disbelief. The game of spin the bottle had been
her idea, a simple, fool-proof plan to finally get Sam to kiss her, maybe even kiss her
with open mouths and tongues, kiss her the way Dan kissed her sister, Kara, whenever they thought no one could see. The plan, however, had backfired.
It wasn't that Ashley was jealous, at least not over Jimmy. Jimmy was a tall,
gangly kid with bad teeth but nice eyes, and Ashley wouldn't have minded terribly if
she had to kiss him, but she wasn't going to jump at the opportunity. No, she wasn't
jealous because of Jimmy. She was jealous because of the giggles and cheers that
had erupted when Jimmy and Sophie stood up, the playful nudge that one of the
other girls, Amanda, had given Sophie, the way all the other kids were now clustered
around the door, waiting to see if they could hear any slurping sounds like you always heard in the movies. Sam wasn't paying her any attention now; he was standing
with everyone else, ear pressed to the bedroom door near the knob, giggling like an
idiot along with everyone else. Ashley, on the other hand, sat alone at the far end of
the wooden coffee table in Jay Miller's basement, her legs folded beneath her, her
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naked knees poking out from underneath the ruffled black skirt that she had bullied
her mom into getting for her, the empty coke bottle abandoned in front of her, pointed just a few degrees to her right.
This was supposed to have been Ashley's big night, but now, now it was Sophie's.
The guest bedroom was dark, with nothing but a pale blue glow coming through
the closed blinds and a yellow line tracing the cracks between the door and the doorframe. Jimmy cleared his throat the way an old, beat-up truck revs its engine, and
walked over to the lamp next to the window to turn it on, tripping on the white rug
at the foot of the bed that was practically glowing in the moonlight. Sophie swallowed, or tried to, anyway. Her mouth was so dry she could feel her tongue sticking
to the roof of her mouth like gum on the bottom of a shoe. She looked around the
room, her eyes adjusting to the sudden fire-yellow glow of the lamp, scanning the
family pictures that lined the wall. The Miller family's eyes all seemed to stare at her.
She looked at the white curtains, the white, quilted bedspread, the white walls ...
everywhere but at Jimmy. Anywhere but Jimmy.
Did they have to make us go in a bedroom? Sophie bit at the already jagged edge
of her right thumb nail, staring at the bed and the way the scalloped edges of the
quilt made the whole thing look like a giant albino alligator, ready to swallow them
both up. Do we ... do we have to actually use the bed?
This was Sophie's first game of spin the bottle. She'd never kissed anyone, hadn't
even thought about kissing boys until the last day of fifth grade that past May, when
Joey Walker, who that year had insisted on being called Joe instead of Joey, had
smiled at her and told her to have a good summer, and she'd noticed how soft his
lips looked and her stomach had felt all queasy.
Ashley was always the one who was concerned about kissing, was always the
one with a new crush every week, the one who'd started wearing makeup and shaving her legs in the fourth grade to make boys notice her, while Sophie hadn't even
started painting her nails yet. The whole game had been Ashley's idea, as was everything, and as Ashley had set everything up, sitting at the head of the coffee table as if
it were her house and her party, Sophie had sat directly to Ashley's right and slightly
behind her, nervously biting her nails and hoping the bottle didn't land on her.
The bottle had landed on her first, of course, as if being drawn to the most reluctant member of the group the way dogs are always drawn to the one person who
absolutely does not want to pet them. The bottle had twirled in a lazy circle for what
felt like a thousand years, and when it finally stopped, Sophie could barely breathe,
the air stuck in her throat so thick that it felt like she was choking. The polite, ner-

Caitlin Brodie

207

vous smile that she always wore when she was uncomfortable in a situation froze
on her face, her eyes like dinner plates, and she looked sort of like a Barbie doll. She
had tried to avoid it, had tried to argue that the bottle had stopped a few millimeters past her, and was actually pointing at the space between her and Ashley, and as
such it should be Ashley's turn, but everyone else in the group had just giggled as
her stomach churned and her cheeks and neck and chest had all blossomed a bright,
embarrassed red, the red of stoplights and warning signs. Amanda, to Sophie's right,
had elbowed Sophie in the ribs, something that was supposed to be playful but had
turned out painful, and something about the wide, thick grin and narrow eyes made
Sophie think that the sharp jab had been intentional.
The boys in the group, Jay, Sam, Christopher, Mack, Alex, and even shy, quiet
Andy had all burst into hoots and hollers, shoving Jimmy to his feet, all of them
just grateful that the initial spin to pick who went first hadn't landed on them. They
egged him on, laughing and jeering the way they did during recess whenever someone had to make a free throw during a game of basketball. If Sophie had looked up,
had looked at Jimmy, she would have seen the same tomato-red color on his cheeks,
would have seen the way he couldn't look at her either, would have seen the way he
kept trying to wipe his sweaty hands off on his jeans. But Sophie didn't look at Jimmy. Instead, she bit her nails on her right hand, using her left to tuck the hair behind
her left ear so quickly it looked more like a frantic hand-spasm than anything else.
The last thing Sophie saw before Jimmy closed the door behind them (he had
been kind enough to hold it open for her) was the lost look on Ashley's face as she
sat alone at the far end of the table, her hands in a pile in her lap, the corners of her
mouth turned down slightly, as if she'd forgotten to try and hold them up.
"Hey, guys! Why don't we keep playing while we wait for them to come out?"
Ashley said, trying to keep the edge of frustration out of her voice. She leaned on
the table in front of her, supporting her weight on her elbows, trying to press her
shoulders forward and her biceps together so that maybe it would look like she had
boobs. She'd worn her new bra to the party, the one Kara had taken her to go buy,
the only bra in the store that Ashley had liked because it was a pretty pale blue and
had lace along the bottoms of the small, barely-curved cups, lace that was sort of
like the stuff Ashley had seen on Kara's bras whenever Ashley had found one abandoned in the bathroom. She didn't intend for anyone to actually see the bra, but she
wouldn't necessarily say no if maybe Sam had asked.
No one listened to her; they were too busy giggling nervously outside of the
door, hoping to hear god knows what.
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Sophie leaned back against the foot of the bed, pulling at the loose threads of the
rug with her toes, her eyes diligently looking for some kind of pattern in the wood
paneling that lined the walls.
"So ... how long do you think we need to stay in here?" Jimmy asked, plopping
down on the edge of the bed and scooting back so his feet dangled off the edge. Sophie's face flushed again, the blood in her head feeling like a lava lamp. She chewed
on her thumbnail again.
"I don't know," she mumbled around the fingernail being ground down between
her teeth. Her heart was pounding, but she didn't want Jimmy to know that. "A few
minutes ... ," she trailed off and again found herself fascinated by the wood paneling,
wood paneling that she knew was probably not actual wood, seeing as how each
board had the exact same pattern of rings on it.
"If you .. .if you don't want to ... to uh, to kiss me ... " Jimmy struggled to get
the words out, the sentence trailing off at the end, unfinished. He said it like saying "kiss" was some huge milestone, like getting your driver's license or turning
twenty-one, and Sophie wondered if he'd ever said the word out loud before.
Sophie could feel him looking at her, even though he was trying to hide it. She
shook her head no, first one slow shake, left, right, then a couple more, quicker this
time, as if trying to clear her head. She realized how stupid she must look, chewing
on her right thumbnail the way a baby sucks its thumb, so she quickly crossed her
arms over her chest, trying to make sure Jimmy couldn't see how badly she was
shaking.
"Was that ... was that 'no' as in 'no, I don't want to kiss you,' or no as in ... as in ...
something else." Now it was Jimmy's turn to blush beet-red, although Sophie wasn't
looking.
It took Sophie a second to answer. In the silence they could hear the giggles and
whispers of the other ten kids on the other side of the door. Sophie knew she couldn't
walk out of that door having not kissed Jimmy; somewhere, somehow, whatever
gods that guarded the rules of spin the bottle would punish her for not kissing whom
she was supposed to kiss, either by making sure everyone on the other side of the
door knew she was too chicken to kiss someone, or by making sure she never kissed
anyone ever again. Maybe even both. Besides, it wasn't that she didn't want to kiss
Jimmy; in fact, it was quite the opposite, which somehow made it all more difficult.
"N-no, it was, I mean, yes, I, I want .. .I want to uh, to kiss you." Sophie's tongue
felt like sandpaper as she tried to lick her lips, her heart beating like a sledgehammer
against her ribcage. Her stomach was simultaneously in her throat and down by
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her toes. She finally turned to look at Jimmy, looked directly in his hazel-green eyes,
those eyes she had always secretly been in love with but had pretended not to care
about. She only saw his eyes for a split second before they slammed shut and his face
began looming toward her with the speed of a steamroller.
"I can hear them talking!" Kristen whispered, although none of them
could decide if that was a good or a bad thing, since if they were talking it
meant they weren't kissing, but maybe they were talking about kissing. Either way, everyone but Ashley worked to stifle their giggles, and each of them
failed miserably, the group convulsing in fits of snorts and coughing breaths.
"Come on, guys, leave them alone," Ashley said, her chin resting on her left hand
while she spun the bottle in a circle using her right index finger, almost like she were
dialing one of those old rotary phones. She refused to get up and join the group, so
she sat alone at the end of the coffee table, the rough, gray carpet digging into her
knees. "They're not gonna do anything if they can hear all of you out here giggling."
The group turned to glare at Ashley in one fluid movement, as if their heads
were all connected and moved by the same mechanism. "We have to make sure
they actually kiss, Ashley. Those are the rules. I thought you'd know that. This
game was your idea." There was something nasty in Kristen's voice this time, her
tone suddenly accusatory. Ashley just rolled her eyes. It didn't matter that the game
had been Ashley's idea, or that it had been Ashley's idea to have the bottle's victims go in the guest bedroom. She had hoped that that would give her and Sam
a better opportunity to kiss, but she doubted that would happen now, and anyways, the party was going to be over in fifteen minutes, which was hardly enough
time. She had wanted to start the game earlier, but it had taken Mrs. Miller three
hours to leave them alone after the cake had been served and presents had been
opened, and playing spin the bottle with an adult in the room wasn't an option.
"Fine. Suit yourselves. Be creeps outside the door. I don't care." Ashley resumed her bottle spinning, occasionally glancing at the clock to see what time it
was. Only about three minutes had passed. As the other kids all turned back to
the door to listen, the giggles and playful shoves had disappeared, and were replaced by an uncomfortable silence that was permeated only by the slow
scraping of the empty glass bottle as Ashley pushed it along with her finger.
In all the movies, they never tell you how to kiss. They never tell you what to do
when a boy is slowly leaning towards you, mouth slightly open so you can see the
crooked teeth that will cost his parents at least $4,000 to fix, lips wet, eyes squeezed
shut, his hand inching closer and closer to your hand. They never tell you how ner-
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vous you'll be, the way everything is moving too slow and too fast at the same time,
so you know every tiny detail about what's happening, but don't have any time to decide if it's a good idea or not. They never tell you any of these things; the only things
movies tell you is that you have to kiss someone, anyone, and the sooner the better.
Sophie couldn't close her eyes, the same way she refused to close her eyes on a roller
coaster. She began leaning forward too, her feet still planted on the rug. The distance
between their faces closed to a foot, then eight inches, then six inches, then four, and
finally Jimmy's face was so close to hers that she could feel his hot breath rolling out
from between his lips and crashing into her face, sliding off against her cheeks. She
finally closed her eyes, unable to focus on his face anymore without her eyes hurting.
Their mouths collided with all the effortless grace of a dump truck and a freight
train. Sophie had thought that kissing a boy was sort of like kissing her mother,
at least at first, you started with a closed mouth and puckered lips and made little
kissing sounds when your lips suctioned together and broke apart. Jimmy clearly
had other ideas. He had his mouth open, and Sophie felt like she was kissing one of
those huge manta rays that she'd seen at the aquarium, those weird kite-like things
with the huge mouths that hung open as they swam. His tongue pressed against her
still-puckered lips, hot and wet and alien, and she could feel each individual taste
bud as it scraped against her lips and chin.
Sophie pretended she was into it, tried to follow Jimmy's lead, tried to wrench
her mouth open (which proved difficult, as Jimmy's mouth was still suctioned on top
of hers), tried to stick her tongue out the way Jimmy was. She wasn't sure what to
do with her tongue, if there was a specific sequence of moves that she was supposed
to do, or if it was just a sort of abstract dance, so she began drawing pictures with
the tip of her tongue, first a house, then a tree, which Jimmy seemed to like, or at
least his own tongue movements got more frantic and eager, which Sophie took to
be a good sign.
Jimmy's left hand shot out suddenly and began trying to grab at Sophie's chest,
though since she had yet to develop any kind of breasts, all he ended up doing was
a bizarre sort of petting motion, the way you rubbed a dog's belly. Sophie froze. It
felt strange, almost like he was tickling her, and she had to swallow a nervous giggle
that threatened to bubble up in her throat. Did that usually happen during a first
kiss? Sophie stood paralyzed; Jimmy's tongue still leaving trails of slime back and
forth across her lips while his hand continued its frenzied petting. Did she return the
favor?
For what was perhaps the first time in her life, Sophie did something bold, and
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without hesitating she threw her right arm out the way a fisherman throws his net,
the palm of her hand landing firmly but gently on the crotch of his pants, right where
the zipper ended.
It felt like her stomach and her heart and her lungs had all switched places, with
her stomach full of butterflies and slimy, wriggling worms up in her chest, her lungs
pulsating in her stomach, and her heart hammering either a war cry or a fire alarm
against her spine. Jimmy jumped slightly as she touched him, pulling away for a
fraction of a second, before his tongue renewed its attacks. She felt a sort of lump
under the palm of her right hand, and she hoped to God it was the zipper of his
pants, although she knew it wasn't. Her hand shot back faster than the recoil from
a shotgun, and she broke away from him, wrenching her face to the side and taking
a couple of shaking steps backwards as she wiped at her face with the sleeve of her
cardigan. Jimmy remained on the bed, blinking hard as if trying to clear his vision.
"I think ... we should ... um, we should go back out, they'll be ... they'll be waiting," Sophie mumbled, staring at her feet again and occasionally sneaking a quick
glance up at Jimmy. She saw him nod out of the corner of her eye, and he stood up
slowly, wiping his lips with the back of his hand.
"Yeah, I...I guess so." Jimmy cleared his throat again, and turned to face away
from Sophie for a second, though she could still see him as his arm snaked down
his pants to adjust something, that something that she refused to name. She looked
away, her face growing red again, her mouth still dry, her lips red and raw and slightly puffy.
Five minutes had passed. Now eight minutes. Ashley watched the clock, noticed
for the first time how slowly it moved when you're waiting for your best friend to
finish kissing some boy. Her teeth were clenched tightly together, the muscles in her
jaw sticking out as she scratched at the glossy finish on the wooden table with her
fingernail. She'd given up fidgeting with the bottle by minute four, as the sound had
begun to irritate her. Everything was beginning to irritate her. The whispers, the giggles, the way everyone at that party had already forgotten about the game and about
Ashley herself.
She wondered absently how much longer Sophie would take, wondered if kissing Jimmy was fun, wondered if they'd taken any of their clothes off. The more she
thought about it, the harder she pressed her lips together, forming a thin, nearly
white line across her face, like a scar that had already healed over. She felt a keen
sense of betrayal, as if Sophie had abandoned her, forgotten about her, left her behind. Ashley had always assumed that she would be the first one to kiss a boy, had
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always imagined bragging about it to the other girls.
The doorknob to the bedroom finally turned, issuing a loud, high click, and the
door swung open to reveal a slightly disheveled and embarrassed Sophie and Jimmy,
their clothes askew and their hair sticking up in places it hadn't been before. The
group erupted into cheers, cheers which Ashley did not join in on. Sophie's cheeks
were a bright, splotchy red, and she refused to meet anyone's eyes, opting instead to
stare at the floor and bite at her right thumbnail, the way she always did when she
wanted to hide her face.
The group of kids split in half as if on cue, the girls all clustering around Sophie
and herding her over to the couch to Ashley's left, while the boys herded Jimmy over
to the mouth of the hallway to the right that led to the bathroom where they could
be just slightly out of sight. Ashley sighed and pushed off from the table, standing up
and stretching her legs, which were sore from sitting in one position for too long. She
sauntered over to the couch and squeezed in between the other girls, forcing a space
next to Sophie where she could sit down.
"So?" Jessica asked, suddenly really interested in everything Sophie had to say,
even though Jessica had never paid much attention to either Sophie or Ashley before.
"Did you kiss him?!"
Sophie merely nodded, still unable to look at anyone.
"Well?" the other girls pressed in closer, like sharks at a feeding frenzy. "How
was it?"
"It was ... um .. .it was ... nice ... " Sophie said, trailing off, shifting uncomfortably
in her seat, her left arm wrapped around her ribcage as she continued chewing on the
nails on her right hand, her shoulders hunched forward. Even as she chewed on her
nails, she couldn't hide the embarrassed smile that stretched across her face, which
prompted the other girls to issue loud, sing-song "oooo!" noises at her.
"What'd you do?"
"Was there tongue?"
"Did his teeth get in the way?"
"Are you guys dating now?"
"Guys, come on, leave her alone," Ashley said, her voice firm. "Sophie, we should
get going, we've still got to walk home."
Sophie looked at Ashley gratefully, nodding her head. The other girls threw dirty
looks at Ashley for spoiling their fun, but didn't try to stop the two girls from getting
up. The two said good-bye to the group of boys, not daring to get too close out of
fear that they might overhear something. They thanked Mrs. Miller for hosting the
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party and smiled sweetly at her before escaping outside into the cold night air, where
they could finally be alone.
"So?" Ashley said, as they turned down Chicago Avenue, Sophie's street. Their
breath escaped like fog from their lips.
"Kissing is messy." Sophie wiped at her mouth again with the sleeve of her coat,
suddenly worried that her mom might notice some dried speck of saliva and figure
out what had happened. It had just been a kiss, just a part of a game, but Sophie still
felt like she had done something wrong.
Ashley let out a short, harsh laugh, the muscles in her jaw tight, as if they'd forgotten how to smile. "And?"
"And I um .. .I might have touched his ... his ... his thingie." Sophie shoved her
hands deeper into her pockets as she tried to hide her burning cheeks by burying her
face in her scarf. She couldn't bring herself to call it by name, could barely stomach
the memory, her whole body cringing as she remembered the way the denim-covered
bulge had felt so alien beneath her palm.
Ashley laughed again, not in a mean way, although her smile still felt
fake on her lips. Ashley didn't look at her friend, didn't look at the desperate way Sophie was eying her as if she were trying to apologize for something.
"I wish the bottle had landed on you," Sophie said quietly, still watching Ashley
warily, as if waiting for a fight.
Ashley just nodded, her eyes staring straight ahead as they walked past Sam's
house. Neither of them spoke, neither of them looked up at the window they knew
led to Sam's bedroom the way they always did when they walked past, neither of
them made jokes about Ashley sneaking up there to do god knows what. The silence
hung heavy around them, silence which was so rare between the two girls. Ashley
finally laughed quietly and said, "Are you kidding? I don't want to touch some boy's
you-know-what."
The girls both laughed and smiled, still not looking at each other as they turned
and began to walk up Sophie's driveway. They both knew she was lying. Of course,
some things are better left unsaid.
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Astra Turf

Bore Hole Window

Buried White Car

Gas Mask

Metal Sun

Shakespeare in Fragments

Emergence Worker

Sun on Earth

Snow Rising
Matthew D. Austi n

STEP ONE: WAKE UP, JUST LIKE THIS POOR SAP IN HIS BLACK SUIT WITH WHITE

stripes, a white dress shirt, and his black tie with snowflakes on it; he has a black rose
in his lapel and his eyes were closed forever until right now.
Step Two: Stay calm. Just like he does when he realizes the air is thin, and wherever he is is as dark as the night sky in the city. He can't move around much, his arms
don't respond quickly. So he uses his fingers to feel around since his arms won't obey.
He feels a soft plush material in front of a solid thing. It feels like running your hand
over a pillow on the hard floor.
Step Three: Collect data . He extends his arms up and they are restricted by the
ceiling, which is odd but assuring. With such a low ceiling he wasn't in a big-house
cell, but where was he? Think, man, think.
Step Four: Assess what you have. He burrows into his trousers and finds his silver lighter that was at the bottom of his pocket. The Tuna gave it to him. In his other
pocket is his heater, so he knows he hasn't been kidnapped, because what wise guy
would leave him with his loaded gat, see? He takes his left hand out of that pocket
and runs his fingers over to his belly, then up to his suit pocket. In one is his metal
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flask of hooch and a pack of Pall Malls. In his other is his Luftwaffe pocket watch.
He won that off a GI and in the same pocket is his butterfly knife. He used that to
kill said GI after the guy decided he wanted the chained watch back.
Step Five: Develop a plan of action. He tries to sit up, but he can't. He presses his
arms out, forward, and to the side. He feels great pressure on the other side of the
soft walls. He can hear the wood cracking in the ceiling as he pushes.
Step Six: Look around. He grabs his mesh Zippo lighter out of his trouser pocket. The metal is cold like it hasn't been touched in decades. He slides his closed fist
up his suit jacket and ends up knocking all the black petals off the rose in his lapel.
He brings the trinket to his face, flips it open with his thumb and rolls the bone of
his thumb over the wheel. The fire sprouts out like a flower blooming in a concrete
jungle. It eats up air but illuminates his surroundings.
Step Seven: What do you know? This fella can clearly see he is in a Chicago
overcoat. How did he get there? The only thing he can remember is a tussle with
some Capes and coppers. The last thing he saw was the faces of ex-friends, soldiers,
and the broken facades of Justice. The last thing he tasted was ounces of blood and
death. The last thing he smelled was the sweet scent of his city. The last thing he felt
was his collar bone breaking. The last thing he heard was, "Your time is over, Snow.
Now do what old men do and die!" Snow. His name is Snow.
Step Eight: What's the next logical step? Snow knows he has to break out. He
could kick his way out, but he isn't sure how much energy he has; using a lot of energy wouldn't be wise. He has a pocket knife, so he could cut his way out, but how
sharp is the blade after all these years? He could burn the coffin up with his lighter,
but how long would that take? Snow was back from the dead; patience hasn't been
resurrected completely yet. The only logical step would be to shoot his way out.
Step Nine: Enact your plan. With his large N-frame .44 Magnum in hand, Snow
aims at the foot of the coffin bed. He presses his dress shoes against the walls of the
coffin; he may have just been brought back to life, but he is in no rush to be reintroduced to pain. He pulls back the hammer and hits the trigger. The bullet is hammered
out of the cylinder; it spirals through the barrel and is spat out. The bullet spears its
way through the wooden box and sails into dirt. Snow's shoulder gets blown out,
and his ears ring like the American Telephone and Telegraph Company.
Step Ten: Commit. Snow kicks at the board. Cracking sounds faintly enter Snow's
ears; they are faint because his ears are bleeding and still ringing. That doesn't stop
him from shooting the heater again; quite the contrary, he shoots five more slugs into
the coffin. Snow kicks and kicks until his legs feel moist from damp soil.
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Step Eleven: Get a move on it. Snow crawls out the bottom of the prison, like a
baby being born. He continues to use his feet, even after his waist is free. He stomps
the dirt so he can get the rest of his body out, but before he leaves completely, he
takes the flask and butterfly knife out of his pockets. One in each hand. He burrows
his way up and rises at a good pace The knife and flask are coming in handy.
Step Twelve: Finish what you started. Snow's hand sprouts out of the grave
grass. As his arm begins to escape the jail of Mother Earth, he feels dancing overhead. Chubby rain splats on his forehead once it follows his arm.
Step Thirteen: What's next? Snow looks over Graceland Cemetery and can see
the bright lights of downtown Chicago. His flesh smells and hasn't healed completely
yet, and his suit is in tatters. It is raining and the moon is playing peek-a-boo. He
looks at his headstone and sees his name is crossed out. Some one didn't want him
to be remembered. He would have to do something about that. As his eyes leave the
tombstone, a puddle catches his eye. He sees himself. No, he sees the Snow he is now,
not the Snow he was. In the place of wrink]eless skin are scars and holes. In the place
of his chiseled jaw are the bones of his jaw. In the place of his nose are two holes.
His eyes are black, and thankfully he has on his fedora so he can hide those things.
Step Fourteen: Get a move on it. Snow walks out of the gates of the cemetery,
and the moment he steps on the sidewalk of his city he feels better. As he walks down
the dark and wet streets, he looks at his hands and he sees more flesh than he remembers in the coffin. He walks toward downtown and lets his mind roam.
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Songs for Me
Devond ri ck Jeff ers

WE SAT IN HIS CAR DURING OUR 2 A.M . LUNCH BREAK. IT WAS AN OLD BLACK

Buick LaSabre with cracked leather seats, and there was nothing between us but
loud silence: the type that builds gradually until it becomes unnerving and makes
you extremely aware of yourself. Against the soundless night, I felt myself breathing
louder than usual; I felt like moving my hands, because no matter how I lay them in
my lap or folded them, fingers interlocking like zipper teeth, it was uncomfortable,
unnatural; and it felt like I had blinked too many times. That's when I gazed out the
window, my eyes lingering on some distant point beyond the sky.
Light posts strewn across the extensive Walmart parking lot, seemingly at precise
intervals, shed light that dotted the midsummer's night sky with varying degrees of
brightness, each like a star in a vast galaxy of parked cars. I needed to do something.
Anything. I started to count the posts, but was interrupted by the shwick of a lighter,
whispering its soft flame unto the end of the joint. Wisps of smoke drained from his
parted lips. He passed it to me.
"Who you listen to?" he asked. His voice was delicate, effeminate. His dainty
fingers twiddled in his hair, twisting and tugging at his dreadlocks as he waited on
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an answer.
I pulled from the joint carefully-thinking how his lips had just been thereexhaled. "I listen to everything. Just-everything." It fell quiet as I passed the joint
back to him.
"Yeah? I got some CDs. You like Nicki Minaj?" Then he asserted, "I know you
like Nicki Minaj. She's the shit." He fanned at the smoke falling from his words, billowing and fogging the windows. I sat stiffly in the passenger seat.
"No. I don't like her at all, actually."
"That's not everything then!" he snapped back, giggling, a gentle, girlish laugh.
He passed the joint back over to me. "You trippin'. Nicki's my bitch."
I chuckled to myself nervously, hoping it would insulate gaps in conversation,
or at least keep him talking. Relief surged as he continued, "Who you listen to, then,
since you ain't fuckin with Nicki?" He spoke with a smile. He wasn't smiling, but his
words and demeanor insinuated the smile. There was an almost seductive quality to
it, a masterfully cloaked sexual undertone. It made me wonder what he expected of
me. What did he think I was into? I was lost in the thought too long.
"My bad. I didn't mean to hold it," I said, passing the joint back to him.
"You alright." His slender fingers pinched the joint from my own knotted,
work-beaten ones. I laid my hands innocently on my knees, cupping them tenderly,
and the car fell silent as he smoked. My discomfort was mounting toward an imagined apex during the noiseless procession until he reminded, "Sooo who do you
listen to?"
"Oh," I said, thinking. Searching. "Um. I, um. I like Wu-tang?"
"Wu-tang!?" he questioned, his eyes frantic as he laughed aloud. He was an
obscurity in the midst of fog as he sniffled at the end of his outburst. He pulled from
the joint again and hummed "Hmm," as he handed it back to me. "Nobody even
listens to them anymore. You are sooo straight."
Straight, I thought. I'd never been called straight as an insult. It was always the
other way around. In elementary school, I lost sight of the ball in the sun and missed
the easy pop-up. "That's so gay," the boys mocked. Little mishaps I couldn't help,
like tripping over my own feet, bending over the water fountain for too long, raising
my hand in class to answer questions, "You're gay," they'd tease after class. But now
I was straight.
"Yeah. I guess I am," I said . It suddenly felt as if I was prying us apart with the
words, and the distance between us grew until the Buick was split into halves: his
side of the car, and my side. And emerging from that vast canyon of separation grew
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the silence again. I passed him the joint.
"You know," he started bashfully, "most straight boys don't hang with gay guys."
"True," I agreed. He held the joint gingerly, and I admired the technique as it
burned closer to its end.
"Yeah. I know. You're the first straight boy I've ever hung with, and ever, like ...
smoked with." He passed the joint back to me, smiling.
"Oh. That's ... crazy."
"Yeah. You know, I be seein' you in the store, and you're just so different, you
know?"
"Different?" I asked, chuckling. "Different like how?" I offered him the joint,
but he motioned that he didn't want it. I dropped it in the blackened pit of an ashtray
lodged between us.
"You're not like the other boys in there. You don't even speak to people. You
just come in, do your work, and go home." There was a small, hesitant silence after
that. Then he started again, "Shiiiit, I'm surprised you smoke. And you're smokin'
with me."
"I didn't know I was like that," I mumbled. "Sorry ... I guess."
He giggled. "Well, you are different. And don't be sorry about it," he tried to console, slapping me on the shoulder with the back of his hand. "I think more straight
boys should be like you." He stopped to reflect on the thought, and then asked,
"Why you like that? 'Cause all the other boys here are just too much."
I shook my head and threw my hands up a little, shrugging. "I have no idea," I
murmured.
"Hmm," he hummed thoughtfully. He smiled at me, and I returned the smile
courteously. A light went off in his head. "Oh my God, I know exactly what we
should listen to!"
He dug around in his back seat with a free hand without looking, and pulled
out a CD case. He started thumbing through pages of CDs, and then he chose one
and slid it into the player. The digital numbers on the radio's face flashed blue, and
he waited for a sound. I braced myself for Nicki Minaj. But somehow, miraculously, there was nothing. He ejected the CD and reentered it, ejected it again, blew his
breath on the bottom side of the disc, rubbed at smudges with his navy blue shirt,
reentered it, and when nothing happened, he resorted to quiet curses to himself.
"Fuck," he whispered. He sat back briskly, huffing with his arms folded across his
narrow chest while gazing out his window; the CD was sticking out of the radio face,
something like the sliver of a pink tongue jutting between lips. Awkwardness ensued.
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And then there were two extremely still moments that passed where we could hear
his car's insides groan from age and exhaustion, or maybe some other technical car
stuff. He checked the time. Without indication, he went for his door handle and
started jimmying it open. "I'm going back in," he said hastily, kicking his door open
and turning to get up. I detected a barely perceptible degree of exasperation, and I
briefly considered sitting alone in his car, shrouded by the dead of night. I pushed
my door open quickly, gently, and I slid out of the leather seat in one swift motion.
I shut the door behind me once I had fully extracted myself. "You are so tall,"
he said from the other side of the car, jingling keys in his hand. The car suddenly
chirped. It alarmed me, and I stumbled backward a little. His attention snapped toward me over the hood of the car, and I raised my hands above my head, stretching
and reaching high above me. I forced a flat, stale yawn, and he smiled. "So silly." He
started walking.
As we crossed the rows of yellow lines marked on the ground defining parking
spaces-he was walking speedily, a full fifteen paces ahead of me, with a degree of
animation in his hips as he made his strides while I moved somberly as if engaged in
a funeral procession-I could see in the distance, lingering by the exit doors of the
Walmart, a small group of coworkers huddled together in mist. The smell of mentholated nicotine preceded them as if they had all agreed and jointly conjured an aura
of their liking. They turned their yellow eyes to us.
Darrel ran his fingers through his hair and turned his face away from the onlooking crowd as he approached the automatic sliding doors. The heads of the imperial smoking committee, the elders of the night life, sat still on shoulders, and just
through the light haze billowing from their faces, I could see small flares of orange
from which spewed more smoke. The glass panes parted for Darrel, and as he pulled
his hand from his hair, I could tell he was sneaking a small peek at our coworkers.
His head dropped beneath his shoulders, and he glanced downward and to his right
before the doors snapped together behind him. That's when I heard him laugh. It was
a high-pitched, lilting giggle that erupted after a gasp for air. It must have been killing
him to hold it in. The laugh echoed in the vestibule and rang out into the parking lot.
And then he was gone. The smokers' discerning expressions migrated, one by one, to
me, watching me wander dazedly across the parking lot. Tired old eyes in wrinkled
old faces looked at me, gauging and judging. They puffed smoke into the air, and I

decided midstride as I neared that I wouldn't look at them either. I would be strong
and carefree. I would be like Darrel. I looked down at my feet as I got closer, and as
I heard the automatic doors whoosh open, I turned to sneak a peek at the smokers.
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"Faggot!" I heard someone say as I entered. The voice echoed in the empty vestibule, and as I moved through the second set of doors and into the store, I faintly
heard the snickers encouraging.
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In the Evening
Laura Uhl

KENNY SITS IN THE OPPOSITE PATIO CHAIR, STARING INTO THE FIRE AND POKING

the wood coals at the bottom with a long sturdy branch. He pulls a split log from
beside the metal bowl-shaped pit and feeds it to the heat.
"So I don't really know how some of these people even got accepted. I mean,
I get that chemistry is just a gen ed, and doesn't have a lot to do with video-game
design, but how can you not know the chemical composition of water?"
I chuckle and stir my hot chocolate, settling down into my chair.
"Well, you know, bud, some people aren't as smart as you."
"But it's water."
Kenny is home on a short break from his first semester of college. Some new "fall
break" thing the schools have come up with. He's got the knack for computers and
programming and an unhealthy love for video games. His choice of major was no
contest. He leans back, pushing an oversized marshmallow onto the tines of a long
fork. He lowers the soft white bulb into the space between the coals and the wood,
slowly browning the skin as he rotisseries the fork along the edge of the metal pit.
"If you want to roast them over the coals, why do you keep putting on big logs?"
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I swirl tiny marshmallows around my steaming hot chocolate. The fall air is dry and
crisp, allowing the chill to seep in to everything out of doors. Kenny is still dressed in
jeans and a T-shirt after visiting his high school friends, but I was already in pajamas
when he asked Dad if he could "take care of some of that chopped wood stacked up
by the fence." The fire and a blanket keep the chill at bay. Soon it will be too cold for
a fire. Kenny shrugs, watching the marshmallow, four-times the size of a regular one,
start to tan against the heat.
"Roaring fires, you know, kind of the point of building one in the first place.
Marshmallows are just the perks."
I nod, pulling my blanket up around my shoulders. I extend my bare feet out to
rest just under the fire pit. The heat from the coals and burning logs radiates down
over my skin, turning it pink. It's only just too hot, but the concrete porch isn't
enclosed yet, so I'm happy to keep them there and will the heat up my legs.
"Don't build it too high," I warn, sipping from my spoon. "We don't want you
falling in again."
"Oh, come on, I was like eight." All the same, he had walked too close and
tripped over one of the bricks lining the old in-ground pit at our grandmother's farm.
"Yeah, and if you hadn't been wearing that thick nineties jeans jacket you would
have been toast."
"Well, that and Dad pulled me out real fast." Kenny inspects the marshmallow
and returns it to the fire. I nod, remembering Kenny rolling through the flames,
upsetting the dry branches, Dad grabbing him by the collar and yanking him up
before he could be scorched. He was lucky the fire was only just being started. I
remember Dad brushing the flames off Kenny's coat before they even had the chance
to singe the denim.
"Was Dad wearing a jeans jacket, too?" I furrow my brows at Kenny. He sits
back a moment, scratching at his increasingly shaggy hair, dirtier blond than I
remember it.
"Yeah, I think so. That one he still had from working as a mechanic at Bear." His
hand forms a sign language C and hovers around his twisting wrist. "Car grease on
the cuffs?" "Well, that's any jacket or flannel Dad owns."
"Truth." Kenny nods. The smell of roasting marshmallow breaks through the
smell of wood smoke.
I sip the hot chocolate, slightly burning my tongue in the process. Now everything
will taste funny and my tongue will feel like sandpaper.
"I also fell in the rose bushes once." Kenny smiles. He had stepped backward off
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the porch with a bag of groceries in hand as our mother opened the door. Luckily, he
was only carrying the bag with bread and cereal. The rose bush didn't survive. He'd
broken most of the branches, and had some thorns stuck in his arms.
"Mom will never let you forget that. She spent the whole spring looking at every
garden center for that plant."
"Yeah, I know." Kenny sighs, "It was the yellow one. I remember Dad asking
where it was when spring came and it wasn't blooming."
"Kenny killed it with his big fat butt." I imitate our mother poorly, my voice too
low, cadence all wrong. Kenny laughs.
The smoke blows in my face, and I cough as it stings my eyes. It at least beats the
smell of skunk still lingering at the back of the yard. The neighbor's pit bull killed it
three days ago, but the stink hasn't gone away just yet.
"Remember when you set the stove on fire?" I ask, waving the smoke away.
"It was a spatula." Kenny corrects. I immediately admonish him.
"My favorite spatula."
"How can you have a favorite spatula?"
"It was perfect for pancakes. And it was fine before you melted it."
"I didn't mean to! Look-" Kenny sits up in his chair, hovering his hands over
an imaginary stove. "I was making grilled cheese and soup. The soup was done, so
I set the spatula down and took the soup off the burner." He lifts the imaginary pot
and sets it aside. "It must have tipped into the fire, 'cause when I picked it back up
the flat part was on fire." He lifts his marshmallow fork in the air. "So I just set it in
the grilled-cheese pan." The marshmallow returns to the fire pit and the imaginary
stove disappears as he goes back to his task of roasting.
"Guys," I imitate him, dropping my voice, "I think we have a problem here." It's
the same voice I used for my mother. I'm no good at impressions.
"Yeah, Dad and Sarah just yelled at me to do something about it, and I was just
like 'I don't know, it's on fire, there's nothing I can do!' So then Mom comes in, picks
up the pan, carries it to the sink, and douses it under the faucet."
I sit up, placing my free hand on my hip. "Two boy scouts and a girl scout and
none of you are useful in a fire."
"She had a point." Kenny lifts another log into the fire, almost satisfied with the
state of the marshmallow, now brown on all sides but the top. The chill is encroaching
on our backs. Kenny points the top of the marshmallow at the coals, undulating red
and orange beneath the flaming logs.
"I don't know why we trust you with the fire, kid. You get hurt by anything."
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"Do not." Kenny's blue eyes squint at me, a silent challenge.
"How'd you get the scar on your right finger?" I sip my cooler chocolate.
"Cut myself whittling." He runs his thumb over the white line and parallel dots.
"With your non-dominant hand."
"It's not my fault. I'm a lefty and everyone teaching me was a righty."
"Okay, scar above your eye?"
"Walked into a piece of gutter Dad was carrying."
"Cut your eyebrow open in a perfect L shape." I add. "How'd you tear your
ACL?"
"I get your point." He slumps back in his chair.
"Go on, kid, how'd it happen?"
Kenny sighs and rolls his eyes, dragging himself up into a sitting position, almost
jamming the marshmallow right into the coals. "I was running during dodgeball in
gym. I fell down and landed on my knee. It twisted."
"Case closed in my favor."
"Okay, Dad."
I laugh, drinking my drink and raising my eyebrows over the mug. Kenny blows
the ashes off the marshmallow and finally deems it worthy. He bites into it, tearing
away the entire crisp skin and leaving the warm middle to ooze down the fork.
I watch him lick the goo away, chewing slowly. Mom almost didn't let him
go away to school, so afraid that one day, he may actually not come home. I feel
something in the very middle of me sink down as I watch him nibble the center.
Curling deeper into my crocheted blanket, I almost whisper the question to the hot
chocolate.
"Remember when you died in Kankakee?"
Kenny breathes in through his nose, chewing slowly. He looks at the fire for a
moment and swallows.
"Not quite." He looks at me, marshmallow stuck to his face. "I hear it was
exciting, though."
"Oh, surely." I sip the liquid. "At the hospital, they put us in that godawful room.
You know the one they had us sit in every time Grandpa was dying? The little private
one with the closed door and the flowers on the table?" Kenny nods.
"I heard Mom screamed." He's still watching the fire.
"I don't know if she did or not. Sarah and I didn't get there until later, when they
were pulling your surgery."
"Did you scream?" He looks up over the flames at me now.
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"No. Sarah did, though. I just sat there and stared at the silk flowers on the
table. Maybe I was praying, I don't know." One tiny marshmallow still swims in
my hot chocolate. I watch it spin in place. Kenny rubs at the scar on his chest, a
monstrous thing just as cliche as the line and dots on his finger. Like a big daddy
scar to a little sister scar, they are almost identical. I don't know the specifics of his
emergency surgery. I just know I sat in a quiet room with my family: our father and
mother, older sister, and some aunts and cousins who also rushed over. Pulmonary
embolism the doctors said, at the hospital in Kankakee, just miles from the pond
he and the scouts had been scuba diving in. An air bubble burst in his heart. Severe
tissue damage. Unconscious. Not breathing. Still working on him, they said, shouting
at him not to go. "Do you remember anything? While you were out?"
"Can't say I do." Kenny stares at the sky, eating the rest of the 'mallow. "I've
heard about the white lights and the tunnels. Maybe I saw them and just can't
remember. I mean you figure I would have, flat-lining and all."
"Probably better you didn't." I drain my mug. "They say those lights are awful
tempting."
"Not as tempting as a fall-evening fire." Kenny takes the clean fork and pokes at
the last dying bits of log, stirring up the snuffles and sneezes of the remaining embers.
"I'll take that over a harsh white light any day."
"See that you do." I stand, hot chocolate gone and feelings drained. I walk
around the pit and hug Kenny around his head. He pats my arm and I ruffle his hair.
He hands me his glasses and I clean them for him on my pajama shirt, polishing them
clear. "And learn how to clean your glasses for once."
"No promises."
I kiss him on the top of the head. "G'night, kid. See you in the morning. Don't
set the porch on fire."
Kenny waves me off with a small grunt and I look at him from the back door,
staring into the bottom of the fire pit. Stepping through the kitchen, I can smell the
wood smoke clinging to my clothes and blanket and hair. It is comforting, and helps
me to crawl into the bed, and sleep well for the first time in a long time.
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Ely, the Contortionist
Tara Putorti

You WAKE UP IN THE MORNING TO THE SMELL OF ELEPHANT SHIT. IT'S NOT LIKE
dog shit, or pig shit, or any other type of shit you've ever smelled before. The odor is
as enormous as the pachyderm it comes from. The sour pungency is enough to make
most amateurs gag. It's the kind of thing you never wash off. It seeps into your pores,
and stays with you. It's the scent of the circus-the perfume of lunacy.
Really, I'm too old for this job. I stay around because I've always been around.
I've seen things I'm sure you wouldn't believe. I could fill pages and pages telling you
about the depraved and shysty culture of the carnies. Gambling, and drinking, and
smoking, and fucking-all while rolling around in the mud.
But none of that would ever come close to what I could tell you about a certain
freak called Ely.
Now, it's typical to have drifters around the fairground. People don't always
want to tell you where they came from, or why they ran away to the Mecca of all
that is weird and unholy. Over the years it's usually possible to get bits and pieces out
of them. After all, most people will spill the darkest secrets out their mortal souls if
you pour enough alcohol into them.
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Ely, however, was the only man I've ever met with no history whatsoever.
Nobody could even figure out what state we picked him up in. He just appeared
out of thin air. He walked into my trailer one morning, said his name, and started
twisting himself into impossible knots.
Of course, I gave him a job.
But before I tell you too much about Ely, I guess I should tell you something
about myself. I've always been a firm believer in the idea that you should never
work any harder than you have to. For us folks on the underbelly, life is more about
skating by than achieving any sort of greatness. The era of traveling circuses is, for
the most part, dead and buried. I run a small operation-The Rickenbacker Circusnamed after my great grandfather. Mostly we tour state fairgrounds, and I look the
other way when my employees make extra cash pushing pills on the side. Compared
to most of the men in my profession, I'm considered to be quite respectable and
competent in matters of business and management, or in other words, I'm not riding
the h-train.
In our little company we have two clowns, five hula hoop girls, a juggler that
can ride the unicycle, one lion and lion tamer, a family of seven tightrope walkers
that double on the trapeze, a drunk magician that sometimes lets us fire him out
of a cannon, and of course, an elephant. The splinter-heads (game operators) are
technically my employees as well, but I try to have as little to do with them as
possible. They set up their booths, and pay me rent, and I make sure not to know
about anything else they do in case the cops come asking questions.
Of course, with so much "talent" I need my two assistant managers to help me
with general crowd control. Moose, as his name suggests, is a rather large chunk of
ugly muscle. In his prime, he was quite the force to be reckoned with. But as he's
packed on the years, he's also packed on the fat. His enormous, hairy beer belly sticks
out the bottom of his shirt any time he lifts his arms. In the morning, and during setup time, he's the best bouncer money can buy. He orders the splinter-heads around
like nobody's business. He has a gentle manner with the elephant, and is often the
only one that can keep her in line. After the gates open, however, he's prone to hitting
the sauce and becoming belligerent. Though it's a bit of a liability issue to have an
intoxicated gorilla of a man stumbling around the fairgrounds, I keep him on.
Pecker, on the other hand, is thin as a tent pole. He's got sharp cheekbones, sunken
eyes, and the general demeanor of a bitter addict. He's got the OCD. Everything must
be in exactly the right place or he tends to fly off the handle. Still, he's great with the
customers. Ever since I hired him, nobody's been able to sneak into the show without
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a ticket. His vile temper tantrums in the morning are bearable, only because of his
insane capacity for management in the chaos that is the circus. I'd never be able to
run the place without him. Despite his violent mood swings, I consider him to be
indispensable to our operation.
So, back to Ely. Over the years, I've taken on and lost a great many performers.
The trapeze artists often quit because of back problems. Occasionally, the animal
handlers get sick of shoveling shit, and I'd have to hire some incompetent rousty
until I can find a replacement. I've seen many a magician drug himself to death, along
with the splinter-heads and anyone who's ever ridden a unicycle.
But a good contortionist is hard to find.
I put Ely in his own little trailer, settled with him about his cut, and I left him
pretty much to his own devices. During the day, I often saw him wandering around
the tents, pale as the moon, always in black jeans and a black shirt. He never talked
to anybody. Some of the more crass carnies took to calling him the ghost, on account
of his sheet-white flesh and silence.
They all shut up when he got out into the center ring. Oh, you should have
seen him. In his prime, he'd balance on top of a pole, holding himself up on one
hand while he juggled three apples with the other, and dance the mambo on the sky.
Sometimes he looked like a spider, or an alien. He'd get up on the platform and fold
himself into a ball so that his head was between his knees in a crazy back-bend. It
was like he didn't have bones.
For a while, things were very good.
Then came that fateful Friday night that the Magnificent Magnus finally had
his alcohol breakdown. When he stumbled out of his trailer, late for the show start,
drunk as a skunk with liver disease, I had a feeling that things were about to go
seriously wrong.
The second he got into the cannon, I heard vomiting. We pulled him out and
he was covered in puke. The audience was going crazy, cheering and booing and
yelling obscenities. They were stomping on the bleachers, making them shake with
dissatisfied anticipation. I quickly led Magnus out into the darkness, while Pecker
rolled out the back-up cannon.
Now, when you're firing someone out of a cannon, it's kinda specific. I couldn't
put just anybody in there. They had to be about the same height and weight as
Magnus, or the mechanism wouldn't be calibrated. It might not launch them far
enough, and they'd miss the landing pillow.
The first person I saw was Ely, walking around on the grass behind the stage
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entrance, stretching.
"Ely!" I called to him.
He paid no attention to me, and did a handspring.
"Ely! Get the fuck over here!"
He turned those milky blue eyes in my direction and slowly walked over, heel to
toe, almost mechanically precise.
I hastily explained the cannon situation and how we needed a new body to stuff
in it before the audience got too restless. I'd put the clown out, but he wasn't all that
great, and probably couldn't hold real attention for more than about ten minutes.
You see, he couldn't juggle for shit, and he was the most uncoordinated bastard I'd
ever laid eyes on. Most of the laughs he got were from him tripping over his own
feet and falling face first into a pile of manure. The cannon was our big thing. It was
what everyone came to see. It was keeping us out of bankruptcy.
Ely looked at me steadily, and in the calmest voice imaginable, he said, "That
sounds dangerous."
I blinked, slightly taken aback, but persisted in several explanations on why the
cannon was perfectly safe. I explained to him how the gunpowder explosion was just
an effect, and how really he'd get launched into the air by a giant spring. We had it
all calculated so he'd land somewhere safe-he weighed about 130, right?
"That sounds dangerous," he repeated.
"What do you mean 'dangerous'? It's the safest thing in the world. Now get your
ass in there. The crowd is waiting!"
"It just ... sounds dangerous ."
I narrowed my eyes at him. His face was perfectly expressionless. It was like
a stone death mask-motionless, inhuman, and, let's be honest, more than a little
creepy. Even with all my experience managing the strangest type of people, something
in his gaze disturbed me.
I had to get moving, so I left Ely to deal with when I had time. I shoved Pecker
into the cannon, despite a rather violent protest, and fired him into the air. He landed
on the pillow ... but just barely. The crowd loved it. Or at least it seemed like their
ruckus was a joyful one. With so many people packed into a tent, it's sometimes hard
to tell. But the important thing is, no one asked for a refund.
The next few days were very busy. We had to pack up Sunday night for a fast
turnaround. We had to get to Tuscaloosa by Tuesday so we could start promoting. I
didn't see Ely come out of his trailer once while we were on the road.
During set-up, we had our usual meeting. The lion tamer started bitching about
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always being on at the same time as the elephant. He thought it stole his spotlight
or something. Pecker, twitchy as he was, had the brilliant idea of switching it up so
the elephant would go on with the acrobats, and Ely could set up opposite the lion
tamer in the ring.
Everyone seemed to be okay with it. Ely just sat there, staring down at his own
feet. Most people dispersed to their separate rehearsals, and we opened the next day
with very few problems.
It wasn't until about half an hour before showtime that I realized I hadn't seen
Ely all afternoon. I grabbed Moose, who was already drunk and in the process
of devouring a turkey drumstick, and I went off to search for my flighty little
contortionist. He wasn't backstage, nor was he hanging around the grease traps
getting food. None of the splinter-heads had seen him. The only logical place left to
look was his trailer.
Pecker was already there, pounding on the door. The noxious aroma of cheap
hand-sanitizer radiated off him like a natural pheromone. It was his OCD. I swear
the guy bathed in Purell.
"What's going on?" I approached Pecker, trying to breathe through my mouth.
"It's that fucking contortionist. He won't come out of his trailer."
"Why not?"
"How the hell should I know?"
I pushed Pecker out of the way and hammered on the flimsy trailer door. "Ely!"
I shouted, "the show's starting soon. Get the fuck out here."
No answer.
"Ely," I yelled louder, "I'm not joking. Open the door."
"Lions are dangerous," a muffled voice came from within.
I stood there for a moment, shell-shocked. Of all the excuses and insults under
the sun, that was probably the last thing I was expecting to hear.
"What are you talking about?" I tried to sound calm, but I was gritting my teeth.
"Lions are dangerous," Ely repeated a little more clearly. It sounded like he was
standing directly on the other side of the door.
"So you don't want to share the ring with the lion tamer? Why didn't you say
so? I'll put you on with the elephant instead."
There was silence for maybe half a minute before I heard him clear his throat
and articulate, "Elephants have been known to stampede."
"Not old Eleanor. She's really gentle. You could set a bomb off next to her and
she wouldn't move a muscle."
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"It sounds dangerous."
My blood was running hot. Tiny droplets of frustration-sweat were collecting
on my forehead. In that moment, I hated the odd little man on the other side of the
door. I wanted to drag him out of there, shove some steak in his pockets, throw him
in the lion cage, and show him some real goddamn danger.
I turned to Moose in exasperation, "What should I do, Moosey?"
"I'll kick the door in and drag him out here!" Moose roared, waving his turkey
leg in the air for emphasis.
The trailer was my property. I didn't exactly want to let a drunk Moose destroy it.
"Pecker?" I asked helplessly.
"I'll pick the lock."
Pecker kneeled in front of the door and went to work. I'd never really understood
why he kept a lock-picking set in his pocket, but damn if I wasn't grateful. Soon the
lock clicked and we turned the doorknob. Ely was sitting on his cot, an immovable
statue.
He looked so small, and sad, and frightened-every muscle in his body stood out
in a stark, ridged relief. A strange mixture of sympathy and unease washed over me.
How could I really be angry at such a strange and helpless creature?
"It's okay, buddy." I awkwardly placed a hand on his shoulder. "I'll put you with
the unicyclist, okay?"
And from that point on, Ely was permanently exempted from any interaction
with the animals.
Of course, if that ghostly man's eccentricities stopped at an illogical fear of circus
creatures, I wouldn't be telling you this story. I began to watch him more closely
and discovered that apart from performances, and a few practice sessions, he never
left his trailer. Every day at noon, one of the carnie kids would bring him food
in exchange for a few bucks. It seemed Ely lived on an almost exclusive diet of
lemonade and funnel cake. I don't particularly want to think about what those kinds
of eating habits might do to a person's insides, but I bet it wasn't pretty.
The days passed. The Magnificent Magnus got alcohol poisoning and had to be
dragged to the ER. We beefed up the show by lengthening the trapeze act. Much to
his own dismay, Pecker was once again fired out of the cannon.
We were in Idaho, the great land of potatoes, when Ely had his next breakdown.
Once again, showtime was on its way and he was nowhere to be found. Standing
outside the door of his trailer, with Moose and Pecker, I found myself trying to resist
the urge to go grab the pistol I always kept in my desk and shoot somebody.
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"Ely, come out of the trailer. You're on in fifteen minutes." Deep breaths, in and
out-by that point I'd figured out that yelling did nothing except slow down the
process.
"Circus tents have been known to collapse."
"You can't be serious," I groaned.
"We're well beyond a safe capacity if a fire were to break out. There wouldn't be
time to evacuate everyone."
"What the fuck are you talking about?"
"The tent poles are metal. If lightning were to strike, it would certainly be a fire
hazard. Not to mention all the special effects that involve gunpowder."
"Well, what do you want me to do about that? Buy a tent made of flameretardant cloth? Let fewer people in? I'm running a business here, and you're my
employee. Now get out of the goddamn trailer this instant."
No answer.
"Ely?"
Silence.
"Ely?"
Crickets .
"Ely!"
"Large tents are dangerous."
"Fine, you don't have to go in the tent. Just come out here. I want to talk."
The door swung open. He stood there, looking out at us, blue eyes glazed over,
expression entirely neutral.
"If you won't go in the big tent, how about the little one, the sideshow?" The
whole thing was really just the magician and the hoop girls dressed up in weird
clothes. We also had a small collection of "oddities" that people could pay to walk
through.
"That sounds dangerous."
"Fine. Do your performance outside. Or is that dangerous too?"
Ely shrugged.
"Pecker, go set him up a little stage by the Ferris wheel."
"But-"
"Just do it!"
And I stalked off, seething. It was better to extricate myself from the situation
than to punch that strange little man in the face.
So Ely did his shows outside, on his own terms, pretty much whenever he felt like
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it. For a while, I was pissed off. But on some level I understood that he was different
than the rest of us-the kind of immaterial being that's impossible to control. Maybe
for this reason, I grew to expect, or perhaps even depend on, his logical irrationality.
It was almost as if I began to anticipate his next outburst. Before he said anything, I
had Moose construct a wooden awning for his stage-and I gave him his very own
fire extinguisher. In some ways, it became more profitable to have him separate from
the rest of the show. I sectioned him off (with those portable walls that have wheels
on the bottom) and had people pay extra to see him perform.
As the weeks wore on, it almost seemed as if Ely had disappeared. I knew he
was around, because people bought tickets to his shows. But it was almost as if he'd
figured out a way to magically transport himself from the trailer to the stage, because
I never saw him walk there.
One night, I couldn't sleep, so I decided to take a stroll through the grounds.
It was a little creepy. It must have been at least two in the morning, since even the
splinter-heads were asleep. The moon was full, so I had plenty of light, but not so
much that I didn't notice the glow coming from the small stage.
I made my way over to the small wooden structure, and I saw Ely, in a sleeping
bag, with a perimeter of battery-powered lanterns surrounding him. His eyes were
closed, but he somehow seemed oddly tense. I stood there, staring at him for a good
long while, debating whether or not I should wake him up and ask what the fuck
he was doing. I decided I probably wouldn't get a straight answer out of him, so the
next day I went to have a look in his trailer.
The problem was immediately apparent. A large, dead rat was belly up in the
middle of the floor. Ely, the poor soul, had probably been scared out of his mind and
unable to do anything to remedy the situation. I had Pecker remove the thing, and set
out poison. In a few days, I casually told Ely the rat problem was solved. He stared
at me blankly. Without so much as a single word of thanks, he moved back into his
trailer.
Of course, maybe I should have left him sleeping on the stage. It certainly would
have stopped his habit of locking himself away from the world.
Having learned from my previous mistakes, I now looked for Ely hours before
we ever opened the gates to make sure I wouldn't have to deal with any of his
episodes at the last minute. We were somewhere in the middle of Colorado, and it
was ten o'clock in the morning. I was at Ely's door, because it was routine. I'd been
knocking for about three minutes before I heard his voice.
"I don't think I'll come out today."
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"What is it this time?" I rolled my eyes.
"Performing is dangerous."
Instead of even bothering with the obviously pointless conversation that would
ensue, I immediately found Pecker and had him spring the lock. Ely was sitting at
his little kitchen table, holding his right arm awkwardly. There were tiny streams of
water running down his cheeks.
His shoulder was jutting out at an angle. It was dislocated.
"Jesus fucking Christ!"
We rushed him to my Chevy and drove him to the hospital. Ely didn't say
anything the whole ride, he simply cried silently. The doctor popped his shoulder
back in, put his arm in a sling, and gave him some painkillers. Obviously I gave
him time off to recover. But the days turned into weeks, and before I knew it three
months had passed. He'd had ample time to heal, but showed no inclination of
starting his show again. I had to do something. I couldn't continue to let him travel
with us, living for free, if he wasn't doing any work.
First I tried the gentle approach. I slipped him a note-asking for him to stop
by the management office so we could talk. When that failed, I had Moose drag him
over.
He sat in the plastic chair across from me, staring in an unfocused manner. I
started to speak several times, and trailed off, unsure of how to delicately phrase my
concerns.
"Ely ... it's been three months ... we need you to start the show again," I began
softly, "I understand you'll probably need to practice. But do you think you could
have a short act together within the next two weeks?"
"Being a contortionist is dangerous." Ely said simply, "that's how I hurt my
shoulder. It's more likely now that I'll hurt it again."
"So you won't go back to work?"
"It's dangerous."
"Well, if you aren't contributing to the show, I can't very well have you traveling
with us. You'll have to leave."
He sat silently.
"Do you understand? If you don't want to be a contortionist anymore, you'll
have to move out of the trailer and find a job elsewhere. Do you have any family?
Any friends you can call? I could buy you a bus ticket to wherever you need to go."
Again, silence.
"I can't help you if you won't talk to me. But you will have to leave by the end
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of the week."
The one-sided conversation went on like this for a while. Eventually, I dismissed
him since there seemed to be no hope of a response. Feeling guilty, I even slipped an
envelope with a hundred dollars in it under his door. But the next day it reappeared
on my desk.
The end of the week came and we packed up. Of course, we had to spring the
lock of the trailer one last time, but he was waiting for us, already packed. Ely left
the fairgrounds, carrying a small suitcase. I was almost sad to see him go.
That is, until he showed up in the next state-California. When I first saw him,
I thought I was imagining things. But it was Ely, all right. Dragging his suitcase
around, standing beside the games, weaving through the crowd, that night he slept
on the merry-go-round.
I tracked him down the next day. He was sitting beside his old stage-which had
been converted into a "dunk the clown" game.
"Ely, what are you doing here?" I asked, hands on my hips, trying to look like a
stern parent.
He just looked at me placidly.
"I told you, go find a job somewhere else. You can't follow us around."
"It's dangerous," he mumbled.
"What's dangerous? The world?"
"It's dangerous," he barely whispered.
"Here," I dug into my pocket and thrust a wad of cash at him, "take it and
leave."
"Dangerous."
Eventually, I had Moose "escort" him off the grounds. He hung around in the lot
for the next few days. When we packed up and left, I saw him standing in the dirt,
looking off in an aimless direction.
We repeated this little ritual a few more times until we finally ditched him in
Nevada, by skipping one destination we'd advertised for. I thought I was rid of him
forever.
But then I got a call from a fairground manager near Vegas. He said there was
this guy who refused to leave the grounds. He just stood around, with a suitcase,
muttering the word dangerous. Someone said they'd seen him with the Rickenbacker
Circus a few months back. I knew it was Ely. I asked what I could do. But the
manager told me not to worry-the cops had already picked Ely up.
A terrible sort of guilt weighed down on me. What had I done? Poor Ely, scared
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of his own shadow, was now in a Vegas prison. A place that was actually quite
dangerous. He wouldn't last amongst the degenerates, drug addicts, and hookers.
They'd eat him alive.
I left Pecker in charge and jumped into my old Chevy. It was about a five-hour
drive from Phoenix to Vegas, but I made it in record time. Soon I was standing in
front of the counter at the LVMPD, asking where the fuck they were keeping Ely.
After a few well-placed bribes, they led me to his cell. He was sprawled listlessly
across a cot, staring at the wall.
"Aw, Ely ... "
He rolled over at the sound of my voice.
"Don't worry, buddy. I'll get you a lawyer. We'll spring you."
"They turn off all the lights at night," he muttered.
And that was the last thing I ever heard him say. I bribed the guard, to make sure
he stayed in a cell by himself, and I called my lawyer and pleaded with him until he
promised he'd get Ely out. But the Vegas court system is nothing, if not slow. I got a
call a few weeks later, informing me that Ely was dead.
Apparently, one of the prisoners had pulled the fire alarm during the night in a
half-baked escape attempt. Ely had died of a heart attack. The poor guy was finally
frightened to death.
I never did find out where he was from, or anything about his life before he
joined my circus. Hell, I never even found out what his last name was. According to
the dental and fingerprint records, he didn't exist.
The only thing I ever heard about him after his death was a small rumor. Traveling
through Connecticut, I met an old Russian man who said that he'd once known a
small contortionist by the name of Ely. He was drunk, so I don't know how reliable
a source of information he was, but he told me that he and Ely had come over on the
same boat. He said that Ely was an orphan, and that his parents had died in a fire
when he was a small child.
Maybe that wraps things up, and maybe it doesn't.
Ah, Ely. Ah, the circus.
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PHOTOGRAPHER'S STATEMENT
Since 2006, Judy Natal has been engaged with contemplating the quality and state
of futurity, post nature and post human, in hopes of illuminating the present
moment and the environmental choices we have yet to make. Where and how will
we live, how will water, air, and soil sustain life, and what might we look like in
the future, define the conceptual framework for Future Perfect, as well as other
photographic projects created with un-manipulated large format and digital SLR
images, culminating in large scale archival prints.

Future Perfect (2006-2012) entails a photographic sweep of three peculiarly
evocative sites where human intervention and land use explore ideas about the
future. A Las Vegas desert preserve that provides a vision for a sustainable future,
Biosphere 2' s exploration of controlled ecosystems and space colonization in
Oracle, Arizona, and Iceland's geothermal landscapes, are worlds apart from each
other, but become perfect foils to imagine where and how we will live.
"My role as artist is more the role of weaver of tapestry than singular thread,
weaving together a variety of genres of photography- landscape, portrait, still life
- to allude to the complexities of subject and content, like the illustrations of
ecosystems I poured over in National Geographic as a child. These cross sections
depict slices of life systems that become perfect metaphors for my work, as I
aspire to reveal both the forces that shape the surface of the earth that we can 't
see, while beautifully depicting fragile and threatened landscapes that we can
see."
Judy Natal
judy@judynatal.com
www.judynatal.com
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